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“Like a bad concert hall, affective space contains dead spots where the 
sound fails to circulate.—The perfect interlocutor, the friend, is he not the 
one who constructs around you the greatest possible resonance? Cannot 
friendship be defined as a space with total sonority?” 


—Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse 


TWO BEGINNINGS 
There’s more than one way this could go, but every possibility has the same two 
beginnings. 


The first: 


Claudia Tatiana di Paola was born on November 7th, 1992, in Las Vegas, 
Nevada. She was a normal kid, achieved decent grades to little fanfare, 
and was unremarked on by her teachers for anything good or bad. She 
had two friends who spent time with her reliably, though rarely outside 
of school. She lived with her mother and stepfather and had no siblings 
or pets. 

But there was a time before that. When Claudia was six, her father got 
sick and died. She experienced the feeling of needing something not to 
happen, and then having it happen anyway, very early. Most girls aren’t 
given a dose of the inevitability and permanence of life until they start 
their periods. And most aren’t given a dose so bitter. 

After that, tragedy felt close by, and Claudia had another feeling about 
it that never faded—something like recognition. She had been wrong to 
assume she could counteract tragedy by hoping. Now she understood 
and held reverence for the forces at work far beyond her influence. She 
would never underestimate them again. She would not worry too much. 

But she also knew herself. She knew that she was easily devastated, her 
emotions seemed not to match the situations that ignited them. In fifth 
grade, one of her reliable friends broke the news that her family was 
moving back to Hawaii, so she wouldn't be able to go to middle school 
with Claudia or the second reliable friend. Claudia cried much harder 
than the other two, only managing to pull herself together to save face for 
the rest of the school day. When she got home, she cried all evening. 

“This will help,” said Mike, Claudia’s stepfather, handing her a silver 
chain with a heart pendant dangling from it. 

Claudia said nothing. 

“It’s a locket,” said Mike. “Do you have a picture of Kristen we could 
put in here?” 

Claudia went to her room and found a recent photo taken with the Kodak 
disposable camera she got for her eleventh birthday, two weeks before. 

“It’s way too big,” she mumbled. 
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“We'll fix it,” said Mike. 


Mike and Claudia spent the evening fiddling with the scanner until they 
managed to print a blurry, shrunken, black and white version of the 
photo. Claudia cut out Kristen’s face and pressed it into the locket, the 
edges folding up and crinkling together. The locket did make her feel 
better. It was like evidence. She vowed to write letters to Kristen. She 
imagined her life full of correspondence; their handwriting, their 
observations, their shared profundities, everything they would say to 
each other stretching into a permanent future. 

But Kristen just stared at the locket when Claudia brought it to school. 

“It’s cute,” Kristen said. But she was wincing. Claudia never forgot 
Kristen leaning against the chain link fence that surrounded their brown 
school yard, holding the locket at a distance from her face. Wincing. 
Claudia hadn’t understood the locket was embarrassing until it was too 
late. She realized then that friends didn’t always feel the same things for 
each other. When fifth grade ended, she wrote one letter to Kristen, but 
never heard from her again. 

She kept the locket, though. It still felt like evidence. 

One unexpected result of the loss of Kristen was the collapse of a wall 
that had always existed between Claudia and Mike. Mike Stephens 
married Leticia di Paola two years after Claudia’s father died, and the 
single mother and daughter had quickly defaulted to Mike’s defaults. 
They moved into his house, a ranch-style two bedroom off Sahara Avenue 
and Jones Boulevard. Within six months, Mike had the lawn converted to 
xeriscape. 

“I liked the grass,” Claudia said. 

“This is the desert. There was never supposed to be grass,” Mike said. 

Claudia hated him. 

But Mike was the one to raise his white flag, first in the form of the 
locket. Good thing, too, because Claudia didn’t even carry such a flag. 
Mike’s next surrender was more subtle. When Leticia fell asleep early, 
Claudia liked to turn on Toonami and stay up late watching shows she 
was too young for. Mike didn’t hover or admonish her about Sailor 
Moon—a welcome relief, since Leticia tended to make faces and question 
Claudia’s TV habits out loud. 
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Once, after both those concessions, Mike was driving Claudia home 
from school as she sang quietly along to the radio. Faith Hill’s “This Kiss.” 
Mike took his eyes off the road for an instant, beaming, and said, “You've 
got a nice voice!” 

Claudia accepted his kindness, but she still didn’t want his pride. She 
already knew she was a good singer. She listened to the radio obsessively, 
fell asleep to it and kept it on all night. Woke up at two in the morning to 
strange advertisements that had oozed into her dreams. 

And Mike probably didn’t know that Claudia’s father had been a singer 
too, one of the few floating memories she still had of him. She could recall 
fragments (images of her father’s body swaying in the hallway of the old 
house) and lyrics. Mike couldn’t have known that Claudia stopped 
singing as much because she was afraid of reminding her mother of their 
old life. There was a feeling emanating from Leticia, always present, that 
made Claudia think that Leticia didn’t want to remember. 

Claudia felt a knot protectiveness for her mother. It pulsed in her chest 
even when she didn’t think of it. Protectiveness against everyone, even 
Mike, which she felt guilty about because Mike was so harmless. His 
biggest worry was fixing his Shop-Vac before the next storm (likely to be 
a while in a place that only got four inches of rain a year). Her mother 
could adopt Mike’s concerns and forego the heavier ones she'd carried for 
so long. Claudia would allow that—and ensure it. Even when she felt, 
every now and then, that she’d like to remember, when she was worried 
she’d forgotten something important (color of a shirt, a certain smell), that 
desire could not compete with the need to keep her mother safe. So she 
never sang around Leticia. 


The second: 


Alexis Lee Weber was born on July 30th, 1993. She moved to Las Vegas 
from Los Angeles when she was three years old, and was homeschooled 
by her mother until she was thirteen. 

Alexis was the kind of kid who was praised exorbitantly for the 
ordinary things that all children tended to dabble in. A typical scene: Irene 
and Daniel Weber sitting on opposite ends of the couch as Alexis 
performed a dance routine to a half-improvised song she was humming. 
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Irene with her hands on her knees, leaning forward and bobbing with the 
tune; Daniel restringing his guitar. She wrote pages of stories on blank 
paper and stapled them together, painted watercolor abstractions on 
poster board. Presented these creations to her parents, who assured her 
that she was a genius. 

Alexis was willing to take their word for it most of the time. But she 
could never quite recreate the cartoon characters on television with her 
markers. She tried Blossom from The Powerpuff Girls over and over on a 
piece of scrap paper before throwing it away. Later she saw the page on 
her mother’s bedside table, crumples smoothed out, all twenty-seven of 
her failures to capture the expressiveness in Blossom’s eyes. This was not 
quite tolerable. She wanted each fruit of her efforts to be more impressive 
than the last. 

So she switched from drawing to writing. Poetry. Her mother offered to 
type up Alexis’s poems as she dictated them from her notebook. 
Sometimes Irene suggested a better word, which Alexis of course 
accepted, it was always an improvement. But when the poem was 
complete, printed and serious-looking in Times New Roman, all she could 
see were the words she didn’t write. Her father agreed. He could also spot 
the phrases that Irene had doctored. 

“Don’t let her do that next time,” said Daniel, and Alexis vowed she 
wouldn’t; never could manage to refuse. 

But these were minor injuries. Does it go without saying that Alexis got 
most of whatever she wanted? Except a sibling. And even then, despite 
her yearning for another, Alexis never really felt alone. She was always 
accompanied by herself—a presence that existed both alongside and 
inside her. 

When he wasn’t fiddling around with his instruments at home, Daniel 
Weber was a sound technician for shows on the Strip. One night he got 
comped tickets to the impersonation show he was working on, and Irene 
invited a friend. It was the first time they left Alexis with a babysitter: 
Kelly, a teenager from down the street. On that first night, Alexis tried to 
engage Kelly with her crafts and poems, but it became clear that the only 
thing Kelly wanted to do was sit on the couch and watch American Idol. So 
Alexis entertained herself quietly on the floor underneath Kelly’s 
outstretched legs, propped up on the coffee table. She kept glancing up at 
the television. It only took twenty minutes or so for the show to capture 
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Alexis’s attention. She abandoned her markers and sat on the couch next 
to Kelly. Kelly was much nicer after Alexis adopted her interest. That 
night and always, when the Weber parents returned home, Kelly never 
forgot to tell them what a sweet angel they had for a daughter. Daniel and 
Irene agreed enthusiastically. A triangle of praise. Alexis stood outside the 
lines and watched. 

The Webers had one other thing in common besides a mutual 
adoration of Alexis: music. Specifically, the popular music of their 
younger years and anything before then. American Idol soon became 
associated with this world—the world of music which belonged to her 
parents, and intrigued her. Alexis knew that in some other life before she 
was born, her father had been a guitar player in a band. He dedicated a 
whole room in their house to a studio, where his various instruments 
were carefully displayed, and where three of the four walls were 
covered in acoustic foam. The material was soft and spongy and weaker 
than it looked, patterned with rows of peaks and valleys. Alexis used to 
stick her fingers into the valleys and push down hard. In fact, the only 
time Daniel ever really raised his voice to Alexis was when he caught her 
ripping fingerfuls off the little foam mountains. 

“He banned himself, too,” Irene said in an undertone, after Alexis was 
forbidden to enter the Music Room. Alexis didn’t understand what her 
mother meant at first, but noticed after a while that her father hardly 
ever entered the room either. The room’s most consistent use was as a 
place to hide Christmas presents before they were wrapped. 

Alexis knew more about her mother than she did about her father. 
Irene often spoke in these hidden, quiet sarcasms. It wasn’t difficult to 
make her smile. She had once been a dancer in Los Angeles. Now, Irene 
loved music, television, Russell Crowe, and the memory of Princess 
Diana. She loved to take Alexis to dance and piano lessons. She got a big 
kick out of Alexis wearing yellow-tinted glasses and singing “Don’t Let 
the Sun Go Down On Me.” She loved to give things to Alexis. So when 
Alexis said she wanted to go to school, Irene was the one to take up the 
topic with Daniel, and argue on her daughter’s behalf. 

Why did Alexis want to go to school? She just did. She had no 
complaints about her life as it was. She liked being homeschooled. The 
structure was loose and catered to her interests. She’d made friends, 
she’d started at least three different singing groups with those friends. 
Daniel had even begun allowing her into the Music Room again—age 
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ten, eleven, twelve—now that there was no threat of her childishly 
ruining anything. One keyboard was designated for use by Alexis and 
her rotating bandmates. Often, Alexis just sat in the Music Room by 
herself, listening to Daniel’s CDs and records and making up simple 
melodies on her keyboard. 

When a computer was introduced into the Music Room, Alexis’s older 
friend from homeschool (Ben Fahlgren) showed her how to download 
MP3s on LimeWire and new possibilities emerged. She went to the 
trouble to hide the program from Daniel, but there was no real danger. 
Her father didn’t enter the Music Room any more often than before he’d 
let her back in. 


A pause, to see some options unexplored. 


A choice: 

Daniel Weber refuses to allow Alexis to go to public school. She remains 
homeschooled through eighth grade, then attends a performing arts 
magnet high school, which she very much enjoys. That's all. 


A headline: 
TWO KILLED IN CRASH ON W. FLAMINGO ROAD ID’D AS GIRL, 13, 
AND STEPFATHER, 50 


Since neither of these come to pass, in the fall of 2006, the two 
beginnings coalesce. 


Claudia didn’t fit in with most girls at school. This had always been true, 
but middle school made it more obvious. Her small circle was made up of 
the kids who were left out of other social scenes—though they rarely let it 
bother them. They were the center of their own world, and roundly 
disparaged the ruling preteen class. But even in this sequestered group, 
Claudia’s single ally was her friend Molly Kim. 

That was the difference with Alexis Weber. Even though no one was 
friends with her, everyone still looked at her. It was because of the way 
she dressed. 
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Obviously, Claudia thought, it was on purpose. Each day, Alexis 
adorned herself in the quintessential artifacts of a particular style. On 
Monday, she might wear a white-beaded long necklace with a yellow polo 
and a lace tank top underneath. On Tuesday, she’d be in black skinny 
jeans, a purple studded belt, and a band T-shirt (The Killers, Panic! At the 
Disco). This was all very important in middle school. She should have 
been called a poser, but for some reason she wasn't. 

“Starting a new school in eighth grade is either the smartest or dumbest 
thing ever,” Molly said to Claudia at lunch, as they watched Alexis Weber 
laughing loudly with a girl who had stopped by her table. People were 
interested in her even as they kept their distance. Claudia figured it 
wouldn’t be long before she had a gaggle of followers. 

“She seems like a snob,” Claudia said. 

“You don’t have to do sixth or seventh grade. You can start at the top. 
But you also don’t have, like, any friends. Everyone already has a group,” 
said Molly. 

“She’s a poser,” said Claudia. 

“Oh my god, she’s coming over here,” said Molly. 

“Who fucking cares?” said Claudia. 

That day, Alexis was dressed as if she were athletic. Red basketball 
shorts, tall socks, and an LA Angels jersey. 

“Hey, I like your sweater,” she said. Claudia noticed Alexis was 
wearing mascara, and thought, I knew you gave a shit. 

“You,” Molly said quietly, and nudged Claudia with her elbow. 

“Oh,” said Claudia. The sweater was just her regular one, the same 
sweater she’d worn almost every day for the last two years, even in 
the summer. A fraying gray zip-up with Edward Scissorhands on it. 
Alexis smiled. 

“Thanks,” Claudia said. 


The next day, in the morning, Molly barreled toward Claudia at their 
usual meeting spot in the cafeteria. 

“Oh my god, did you see her today?” 

“What?” said Claudia. 


“There, look!” 

Alexis was crossing the cafeteria. Dark wash jeans, black high top 
Converse sneakers, and an identical Edward Scissorhands sweater to 
Claudia’s. 
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Claudia and Molly watched her pass in silence. 

“Do you think she already had it?” Molly said. 

“I don’t care if she already had it,” Claudia said. But she felt sort of 
black and sour inside, an irritating, confusing emotion. “It’s just a 
sweater.” 

Obviously—just like everything Alexis Weber did—it was on purpose. 
The sweater was some kind of joke at Claudia’s expense. Claudia was 
determined not to take any notice of it, she wouldn’t be hooked on such 
blatant bait. 

But Alexis wasn’t easily deterred. 

“Told you I liked it,” Alexis said, appearing behind Claudia at her 
locker after lunch. “I like it so much, I have the same one.” 

“Cool,” said Claudia. 

“Tt’s my favorite movie,” Alexis said. 

Why couldn’t she tell that Claudia didn’t want to talk to her? But there 
was a second irritating emotion of the day: a sort of glowing feeling, a 
little warmth in Claudia’s stomach. Years later, Claudia would tease her 
about the Alexis Effect, the way she could make anyone happy to see her. 

“Me too,” said Claudia. 

“T have tons of Edward Scissorhands stuff,” Alexis said. She talked fast. 
“I'll bring some and show you. My mom is totally obsessed with Johnny 
Depp. Do you like his other movies?” 


Things tend to happen fast in the formative years. 


tymetodance92: lol i thought you just rly liked wolves or something 
alexiwolf_xx: rofl 

alexiwolf_xx: NO 

alexiwolf_xx: its my moms maiden name 

alexiwolf_xx: way way better than weber tho 

alexiwolf_xx: right? 

tymetodance92: yea definatly 

tymetodance92: weber is pretty bad 

tymetodance92: it sounds like blubber 

alexiwolf_xx: rofl thanks!!! 
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At school, Claudia and Alexis only saw each other during lunch (Molly 
never agreed that Alexis should sit with them, but then again, her 
permission had never been asked). The short half an hour was never 
enough. The bell always seemed to ring mid-conversation, even mid- 
sentence. 

One afternoon, Alexis groaned and said, “I hate how short lunch is in 
real school. Get on AIM tonight?” 

“Okay,” Claudia said. She never said so, but before Alexis, Claudia 
always felt like lunch was tortuously long. 


tymetodance92: he died when i was really little 
tymetodance92: so i dont remember that much 
alexiwolf_xx: im sorry 

tymetodance92: u dont have to apologize lol 
alexiwolf_xx: i kno 


alexiwolf_xx: but still 


Many of those days went unremembered, marked only by boredom, 
descending hours of empty time. But Claudia never forgot her first 
impression of Alexis’s house. It was a Wednesday during winter break. 
Alexis had been begging her to come over for months, but Claudia didn’t 
want to ask her mother to drive, and Mike worked on Saturdays at the 
post office. Somewhere in Claudia’s preteen years, her protective feeling 
for Leticia had shifted to distance. Leticia’s moods were difficult to 
predict. She seemed indifferent to how Claudia spent her time, but only if 
her activities were inside their house. If Claudia wanted to leave, Leticia 
was suspicious and strict. The generally accepted excuse for Leticia’s 
paranoia was the car accident (Claudia had fractured her arm in two 
places; Mike had emerged with only minor cuts and bruises, which the 
doctor called a miracle). Claudia pretty much stopped asking for freedom. 
At fourteen, she'd still never spent the night at a friend’s house. 

But Mike was willing to take her to Alexis’s that Wednesday in 
December. Leticia gave her approval after Claudia assured her she’d be 
home by five, and Mike said he’d be nearby running errands. Leticia was 
clearly exhausted from days of late shifts at the airport, where she worked 
in customer service. 

“She was just too tired to say no for once,” Claudia said. 
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“She’s a worrier,” Mike said as they drove. Claudia read the directions 
from her printed Mapquest page. Alexis didn’t live far at all, a little 
further up Sahara and to the left. “It will be easier as you get older. She'll 
get used to you being out and about more.” 

“I guess,” Claudia said, and watched the sidewalk as they drove, 
imagining a path that she could walk herself. 

Alexis’s house was a two-storey with dark beige stucco and a tiled roof. 

“Nice house,” Mike said. He was always saying that he wanted to 
replace their shingles with tiles someday. Tiles were better in this climate, 
he said (60 degrees; three days before Christmas). Mike parked out front 
and walked Claudia to the front door. When Claudia rang the bell, 
Alexis’s mother answered. A polite handshake between her and Mike, an 
agreement that Mike would be back at 4:30 to pick Claudia up. Mike 
rubbed Claudia’s shoulder and kissed the top of her head. By now Alexis 
had appeared, hovering behind her mother’s arm, waving. 

“Thanks for having me,” Claudia said. 

“Can I get you anything? I’ve heard so much about you!” She talked 
fast like Alexis, and was by far the prettiest mother Claudia had ever met. 
The house was tidy and the furniture matched. 

“We got it, Mom,” said Alexis. She had a bag of Hot Cheetos tucked 
under her arm and was wearing fuzzy orange socks. 

“Just let me know,” Irene said. Then she went into the kitchen and left 
them alone. 

“Your house is amazing,” said Claudia. 

Alexis laughed, even though Claudia was serious. “You haven’t even 
seen it yet!” 


Alexis’s bedroom made Claudia smirk. The walls were painted pink and 
there were posters of American Idol contestants and Avril Lavigne. But 
they didn’t stay there. Instead, Alexis led her to another room, which had 
four guitars—two electric, two acoustic. There was also a drum kit and 
two electric keyboards. One of the keyboards was leaning in a corner. The 
other was on the floor next to a rolling chair, pushed up in front of a 
computer. 

Claudia had never seen this many instruments in one place, unless she 
counted Guitar Center. Her parents got her a beginner’s acoustic guitar 
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for her birthday in seventh grade, and she’d been partly satisfied with the 
songs she was able to recreate from the radio. 

“This is my dad’s Music Room,” said Alexis. “But I hang out here a lot.” 
Claudia hadn’t seen any sign of Alexis’s father. Alexis dragged a stool up 
next to the computer and sat in the rolling chair. “Before we do anything, 
I need to show you this video.” 


This was the common color of their shared weekends. Alexis spinning in 
the rolling chair, Claudia balancing on the stool. Watching YouTube 
videos, eating Hot Cheetos, and swapping songs. They played MP3s 
through Daniel’s nice external speakers. There weren’t as many of these 
early weekends as it would feel like later—Claudia couldn’t usually 
negotiate a ride—but the conversations bled into their school days and 
into instant messenger. 

“Want to be in a band?” Alexis said one Saturday as she licked red Hot 
Cheeto powder off her thumb. 

“You're in a band?” 

“T was. Me and my friend Ben and my friend Hailey. But Hailey quit a 
couple days ago, so it’s just me and Ben.” 

“T can kind of play guitar,” Claudia said, feeling immediately exposed. 
She had a sudden vision, conjured by Alexis’s question: herself on a stage, 
holding her guitar. She’d never mentioned her hobby to her other friends. 
Music was a kind of solace, though she wouldn’t have described it that 
way. The band was also a reminder that Alexis had a whole perimeter of 
people in her life that Claudia had never met. Claudia was comparatively 
alone. Lately, Molly had become impatient, aggravated by the feeling that 
Claudia was ditching her for Alexis. 

“Really?” Alexis said. 

“I’m not that good. But I learned a couple songs by myself.” 

“We should do the talent show.” 

“You don’t wanna do it with Ben?” 

“He’s in high school. He can’t.” 

“How do you know a guy in high school?” 

“From homeschool. We’ve had a band forever but everyone quits, so we 
don’t really get to do anything. It’s called GreenSneaks.” 

“Why?” 
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“Cause we all wear green shoes. But we should really do the talent 
show. That would be so cool. Maybe you can meet Ben sometime, too.” 
Claudia didn’t see when that would ever happen. 


alexiwolf_xx: lol that's funny 

tymetodance92: why? shes really the coolest 

alexiwolf_xx: i guess cuz shes my mom, i dont see her as cool 
tymetodance92: you take her for granted 

alexiwolf_xx: i mean i DO think shes cool 

alexiwolf_xx: i love my mom, i just dont really want to be like her 
tymetodance92: how come? 


exiwolf_xx: i mean she kinda had her dream killed 
exiwolf_xx: she doesnt talk about it or anything but she didnt make it as 


exiwolf_xx: i just definatly dont want to be like that 


a 
a 
a dancer and i think she would rather live in la 
a 
a 


exiwolf_xx: does anyone want to be like their mom?? 
tymetodance92: i guess not 
tymetodanceQ2: i definatly dont lol 


For the talent show, they called themselves CALDTWP, a scrambling of 
their initials. They practiced at lunch, outside in the courtyard so the 
campus monitor wouldn’t catch them and take Claudia’s guitar. This was 
the end of Molly’s rope. 

“Who am I gonna eat with?” Molly said. 

“There’s no other time to practice,” Claudia said. 

“You don’t have to practice every single day,” Molly said. “She’s 
hogging up all your time. You don’t even know her that well.” 

Claudia wanted to call Molly a bitch, but said nothing. 

“You're the one who said she was a poser,” said Molly. 

The reminder of her first criticisms of Alexis caused a more intense 
reaction than Claudia expected. It had become an inside joke. Claudia 
saw Alexis in the rolling chair in the Music Room: “Oh, I’m definitely a 
poser,” she had said, and laughed. Claudia laughed too. To hear it from 
Molly, who had so little understanding of its new context, made it 
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sound egregiously unfair. Claudia felt a rising of protectiveness, the 
familiar feeling she’d had for her mother, only now its purpose was to 
defend Alexis. 

“She’s obviously not,” Claudia said. “So, whatever. You’re not even her 
friend, so why do you care?” 

Molly shrugged and shook her head. Claudia shrugged. There was 
nothing for them to say to each other, no further language to describe 
their conflict. Only a growing mutual knowledge that Claudia had chosen 
a side. 


So, when Claudia caught Alexis sharing music with Jenny Collins, she felt 
annoyed, then angry, then furious. 

It was the afternoon of the talent show. Claudia had gotten permission 
to stay after school until the performance at six. She and Alexis planned 
to meet in the cafeteria and do another run through before the show. 
Claudia saw Alexis from a distance, talking with Jenny. As she got closer, 
she could see Alexis sharing an earbud with Jenny as they leaned over 
Alexis’s iPod. Was Alexis friends with Jenny? Claudia had never seen 
them speak before. Alexis looked up and saw Claudia coming, pressed a 
button on the iPod. Jenny was waving goodbye by the time Claudia 
reached them. She might not have gotten angry at all if she hadn't 
glimpsed the song paused on the iPod, the one Alexis had presumably 
been introducing to Jenny. “All the Gin Joints in the World”—Claudia’s 
favorite song off From Under the Cork Tree. Alexis was newly obsessed with 
Fall Out Boy at Claudia’s recommendation. 

Fury. As usual, emotions that didn’t match the situation. It was just a 
song. It was just a sweater. It wasn’t as if this lent any credibility to Molly’s 
judgment, it didn’t mean that Claudia was wrong about Alexis, it didn’t 
mean that she was being tricked. But why did it feel that way? 

“You OK?” said Alexis. 

“Fine,” Claudia said. 


CALDTWP’s performance was simple. “Boulevard of Broken Dreams” by 
Green Day. Two chairs, two microphones, one guitar. They took turns: on 
the first verse, Alexis sang, and Claudia played the chords. Claudia sang 
the second verse while Alexis played the chords. In the choruses, the 
guitar player also sang harmonies. On the last chorus, they switched 
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every line, which required some choreographic practice to pass the guitar 
back and forth fast enough. Alexis was thrilled when Claudia sang the 
words “fucked up” in the second verse, even though obscenities were 
supposed to be censored. They got second place to a troupe of sixth grade 
dancers, despite the curse word, and some of the parents in the audience 
nodded to each other. The pair had managed a pretty impressive little act. 

Irene Weber had recorded the whole thing. She said that good 
performers watched their recordings to learn how to improve their work. 
Alexis and Claudia were watching the video back when they finally 
talked about Jenny Collins. 

“You know, you're like really, really good,” Alexis said. 

“Thanks,” Claudia said. 

“T feel like you’re mad.” 

“Tm not,” said Claudia. 

“Dude, look at you in this,” Alexis pointed at the pull-out screen on the 
camcorder. “You look totally pissed. I think I know why.” 

Claudia shrugged. It was as good as an admission. And, secretly, 
Claudia wanted her to know. She wanted Alexis to be sorry. 

“I was showing Jenny your Fall Out Boy song. That’s why, right? I’m 
sorry. I’m just obsessed with it right now. And I knew she was gonna 
love it.” 

“It’s not my song,” said Claudia. 

“But still. I know it’s like our thing.” 

“You're making me sound like a bitch. I know you have other friends.” 

“Yeah, but you’re my best friend, so.” 

“So what?” 

“Best friends get special privileges.” 

Claudia was quiet for a second. “I just don’t like Jenny.” 

“T knew it!” 

“She’s a bitch.” 

“She’s not that bad. I can’t believe you thought I wouldn’t notice. Look 
at you in the video! You’re so mad.” 


tymetodance92: i think its just hard for me to trust ppl 
alexiwolf_xx: i kno. im really sorry 

alexiwolf_xx: i dont want u to not trust me 
alexiwolf_xx: i kno the song is important to you 
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tymetodance92: its not even about the song 

tymetodance92: its about like 

tymetodance92: like i showed it to you and then you just go and tell 
someone else like immediately 

tymetodance92: i showed you for a reason 

exiwolf_xx: i kno 

exiwolf_xx: i really do get it 

exiwolf_xx: for real 

exiwolf_xx: ur honestly the best friend ive ever had 

exiwolf_xx: i can always be myself around u. i kno sometimes i dont 
ways act like myself. so im sorry if that makes it seem like im lying but 
m really not 

exiwolf_xx: or at least never to you 


oogoaoQ ® 


fed) 


The Webers were more than a little concerned when Alexis refused to 
apply to any of the magnet schools in Las Vegas. The only high school 
Alexis would consider attending was her zoned school, Paradise High 
School. 

At the dinner table, Daniel and Alexis matched each other in 
frozen stubbornness. 

“You know you're better than that school,” Daniel said. 

“Tt’s not that bad,” said Alexis. 

“There’s a magnet program for anything you can think of, Alexis. Some 
of these schools are nationally ranked.” 

“I want to be a musician. I don’t want to do anything else.” 

“Well, you need to havea back-up plan.” 

Daniel’s angle on the argument always had to do with the quality of 
Alexis’s education, and so Alexis’s rebuttal was always framed in terms of 
her goals. Irene knew Alexis was serious about music. But she privately 
wondered if Alexis’s choice had more to do with her little friend. The girls 
always seemed to be corresponding in some way, especially on the 
computer. Irene found Claudia reserved, and though she knew Claudia 
sang well, had no other gauge for her personal merits. The stepdad was 
nice enough, but the mother seemed strange to Irene (an opinion hastily 
formed after a brief meeting at the talent show). Alexis was oddly vague 
about her friend, so posing direct questions never led anywhere. It was 
hard for Irene to stomach the idea that Alexis was denying herself 
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opportunities just to follow Claudia di Paola into a public high school in 
a terrible district. But she wanted Alexis to be happy. So she didn’t 
mention her theory to Daniel, who would have been furious, no doubt. 


And the spring of 2007 comes to a close. 


alexiwolf_xx: CLAUDOA 

alexiwolf_xx: ITS 

alexiwolf_xx: SUMMER 

alexiwolf_xx: ru ready???? 

alexiwolf_xx: u better be cuz me and ben are comin to pick u up 


It didn’t take long for Claudia to despise Ben Fahlgren. He was somehow 
both pretentious and idiotic, both boring and obnoxious. But he was also 
sixteen and had his own car. He drove to pick up Claudia as often as 
Alexis liked, which was very often during the summer before ninth grade. 
Alexis had mentioned several things about Ben: he was the second 
member of GreenSneaks, he was a drummer, he was tall, he shared 
Claudia’s love of My Chemical Romance (apparently supposed to prove 
that he and Claudia would be fast friends). There was one thing Claudia 
didn’t understand—why a sixteen-year-old would want to hang out with 
them at all. 

One car ride was enough for her to find out. 

“Ben, you should take us to Starbucks,” Alexis said from the passenger 
seat. Claudia was in the back. They were on their way to Alexis’s. 

“I hate Starbucks.” 

“No you don’t, oh my god. He doesn’t hate Starbucks.” Presumably, the 
second comment was for Claudia’s benefit, to set the record straight. 

“We're still not going.” But he was grinning a little. 

Alexis laughed in a falsely exasperated way that Claudia found 
repulsive. “It’s literally on the way!” 

Claudia said nothing. It was pretty clear that at least as far as Ben was 
concerned, Claudia didn’t exist. Even her induction as the newest 
member of GreenSneaks couldn’t penetrate Ben’s awareness, since it was 
fixed entirely on one person: Alexis. 
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From the intermittent diary of CDP: 


6/12/07: I see why the third members don’t stick around that long 
6/24/07: Ben literally forgot me today. He was picking up taco bell for 
lunch and forgot to ask me what i wanted. he can’t even play drums that 
good 

7/1/07: alexis invited me to her fourth of july party but ben will probably 
be there, so i don’t know 


Alexis had high hopes for the summer. She was convinced that the latest 
iteration of her band was by far the best one. She wanted to use 
GarageBand to record a few songs. Three songs, maybe four, seemed like 
a reasonable goal. Ben and Claudia nodded and agreed that it seemed 
possible. (Really, Alexis imagined five, six, seven; enough for a whole 
record, an entire debut album. “Newcomers GreenSneaks recorded their 
first album in a single summer, entirely homemade!” people would say.) 

It wasn’t as if she didn’t notice the friction between Ben and Claudia. 
She felt pangs of disappointment whenever Claudia didn’t respond 
thoroughly to an obvious attempt by Ben to get to know her better, or 
when Ben ignored Claudia’s suggestions and comments. But otherwise, 
all Alexis could envision was, finally, their own finished tracks. 

It took weeks of false steps and distractions to record Claudia singing 
the entirety of a song Alexis wrote called “Feel Bad.” She insisted that 
Claudia sing it because she thought it matched Claudia’s voice better than 
her own. 


A selection of lyrics from “Feel Bad” (take it with compassion, observe that 
youthful earnestness): 


How many ways 
Can I say 
That I feel like shit? 
That I’m not over it? 
Or you? 
You make me feel bad 
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“A couple of those lines are still messed up,” Ben said. 
“It’s fine, we can fix it at the end,” Alexis said. 

“It'll be harder to fix at the end,” Ben said. 

“Let’s just put down some drums,” said Alexis. 


The recording technology at their disposal was rudimentary and 
temperamental. The very green GreenSneaks were just recording each 
track through the computer’s internal microphone, then importing the 
tracks one by one into GarageBand. This meant that Claudia had to lean 
as close to the monitor as she could when she sang, until she could start 
to see the individual pixels rainbowizing on the screen, and no one else 
even dared to breathe. Much less sneeze or get the giggles. Not to mention 
that all internal microphones are notoriously shitty (Daniel had other 
methods of recording, but no way was he going to let a bunch of kids use 
them). So really, Ben was right. Claudia’s singing tracks were more than a 
little messed up. But they pressed on. 

This posed a particular problem for the drums, which couldn’t be 
brought closer to the computer. Compared to the other tracks, the drums 
sounded like they were recorded through a window down the street. 
Alexis unplugged the computer and set it up again on the floor, as close 
as she could get. It still took an hour to record anything approaching 
decent. 

“They’re too harsh,” Claudia said. 

“This is like the fifth time,” said Ben. 

“It’s too heavy. I don’t even think we need a drum part here.” 

“I did this five times. We’re doing the damn drum part.” 

“But if it doesn’t fit, then we shouldn’t do it.” 

“Then it’s a fucking waste!” 

“We wouldn't have known until you did it. So it’s not a waste.” 

“I think you just like to waste my time.” 

“Don’t be a tool.” 

“Guys!” Alexis looked aghast at her two friends. She could never 
understand why people argued with each other, why they couldn’t just be 
reasonable. She was disappointed that the friends she’d chosen could not 
be reasonable. (She didn’t recognize that her own ability to avoid 
confrontation was not so much reasonable as persuasive.) 

“She’s the one who wants to waste two hours of work,” said Ben. 
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“It’s not a waste,” said Claudia. 
Needless to say, “Feel Bad” wasn’t finished that day. 


alexiwolf_xx: hes not as bad as he seems 

tymetodance92: so whens the wedding 

alexiwolf_xx: lol what? 

tymetodance92: are you serious 

tymetodance92: if you dont even like him then i really don’t see the 
point 

alexiwolf_xx: i dont like him?? lol 

alexiwolf_xx: ive known him since | was like 8 

tymetodance92: lol dude 

alexiwolf_xx: what??? lol 


tymetodance92: whatever 


alexiwolf_xx: wait are u mad? 

tymetodance92: im not mad but | kinda dont think | should be part of 
the band. ben doesnt like me. so maybe we should just hang out later 
alexiwolf_xx: i mean sure 

alexiwolf_xx: if thats what u want 


Claudia had chosen to quit GreenSneaks, and she never usually felt 
remorse for her choices, no matter how impulsive. But during the first few 
days after, when she realized she had entire summer days to fill by herself, 
she did feel some twinge about it. Typically, she spent solitary days 
reading Harry Potter fanfiction and switching through a series of daytime 
TV shows that aired back to back: World’s Wildest Police Videos, The Nanny, 
Dr. Phil, The First 48, Forensic Files. But she felt a lack of something now. 
She had enjoyed the progress, despite the hiccups. The way she could 
hear the song becoming something, and sense how the layers were 
building. She liked the sound of her recorded voice. She thought she 
sounded damn good, actually. The few doomed weeks of GreenSneaks 
had led her to writing down some lyrics of her own. 
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A selection from “My Blood My Heart” (again, with compassion!): 


My heart hurts 
In ways I can’t describe 
My blood burns 
It rises up and 
trickles out my eyes 


She messed around on her guitar. Taught herself a serviceable version of 
“18th Floor Balcony” by Blue October. Spent two hours browsing 
LimeWire, downloading music. 


alexiwolf_xx: HEY 

alexiwolf_xx: u free tomorrow? 

alexiwolf_xx: my mom said she can come pick u up 
alexiwolf_xx: no ben 

tymetodance92: let me ask my stepdad but probably yeah 
tymetodance92: i have a bunch of new music 
tymetodance92: do you know the academy is? 


After a full listen-through of Almost Here in the Music Room, during 
which Claudia and Alexis hardly said a word to each other, Alexis 
couldn’t resist mentioning the new songs she was working on. She was 
still working, of course. She had a pile of spiral bound notebooks filled 
with lyrics, as well as her attempts at writing melodies in a messy 
shorthand combination of lettered notes and proper musical notation. 
She’d promised herself that she wouldn’t put any pressure on Claudia, 
but it just came out so naturally. She could never restrain that excitement. 

“It’s totally cool if you don’t want to do it, but I started working on 
another song a few days ago. It’s called ‘Heart.’ It kind of sucks. But I 
thought—if you want—that I could just record you when you're here. 
Then when Ben comes over, he can do his part. It’s not like we all have to 
be in the same room.” 

Claudia nodded, thinking of her own “heart” song. “I guess that could 
work.” 

“Really? Seriously, you don’t have to.” 

“No, I want to. It’s fun.” 
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“I recorded the verses already,” Alexis said. 

“T liked recording. I just didn’t like Ben.” 

“I thought you’d sound really good on the chorus.” 

Claudia noticed that Alexis didn’t want to discuss Ben. She let it go, but 
didn’t forget it. 


In one day, all the singing for “Heart” was recorded and imported. Both 
of them could feel the ease of working together, the sudden new 
smoothness that every choice acquired. Both were, in their own way, 
surprised at how much difference the absence of one person made. For 
Claudia, it was a confirmation of her beliefs; proof that Ben was the 
problem, so she could continue to dislike him. For Alexis the song took on 
a sense of fate—she imagined she might look back on this later, and feel 
like she knew right at that moment that she and Claudia had something 
special. This was the way they felt, whether or not their assessments were 
true. The real truth was that Claudia always looked for ways to confirm 
her biases, and Alexis always looked for signs of fate. 

But Claudia floated high on her good mood, so high that she even 
decided to say something about Ben. 

“If you don’t like him you shouldn’t do all that... stuff.” 

“What stuff?” 

“The way you talk, just everything. You act like you like him, and he 
probably thinks you do.” 

Alexis just smiled and shook her head. She didn’t seem offended, but 
then again she never did. 

“He knows that we're friends,” was all she said. 

In exchange for not having to see Ben, Claudia was only able to hang 
out at Alexis’s when Mrs. Weber could pick her up. By the end of the 
summer, there was no complete GreenSneaks debut, but there were four 
tracks. Two of them were sort of okay. 

Alexis had big plans for high school. 

“We did that in what, three months? If we keep it up, we'll have like 
twenty songs by the end of freshman year,” she said. 

Claudia found herself believing it. It was hard not to believe things 
when Alexis made them sound so easy. Claudia hadn’t had the courage 
to share any of her lyrics with Alexis yet. She wanted the songs to be 
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better before she showed anyone. But she had that glow inside again, 
sparked by the Alexis Effect. Maybe in the next set of four songs, they 
could record one of hers. 


But real life has a way of spreading out and speeding up. 


Hate to say it, but Paradise High School spread Claudia and Alexis apart 
for a while. The first two years were hard, beholden to the bus and 
carpools, the coming and going of new people and the pressure of new 
obligations. Leticia tightened the reins on Claudia’s free time yet again, 
convinced any leniency would lead to sex or underage drinking or other 
unforgivable sins. Daniel’s acquiescence to Paradise High School came at 
a price: Alexis’s grades were expected to be perfect, and she had to join 
at least two extracurricular clubs. Irene still wanted her to keep up dance 
classes on Tuesdays and Saturdays. 
They tried to make it work. 


xAlexisWolfx: ok im back 

xAlexisWolfx: the history test was hard as fuck but whatever 
tymetodance92: lol i failed 

xAlexisWolfx: CALUDIA 

xAlexisWolfx: NO 

tymetodance92: ill be fine lol 

xAlexisWolfx: NO U WONR 

xAlexisWolfx: WHAT AM | SUPPOSED TO DO IF U FAIL OUT 
tymetodance92: im not gonna fail out lol 


Alexis was furious with herself for every day that passed without a 
step taken toward developing her oeuvre. She couldn’t see why it was 
so difficult. Clearly it was some fault within herself, some missing link 
of talent. She knew by then that she was not a genius; it did not come 
easily enough. 

She didn’t dare express these frustrations to her parents. It was strange 
to her, how her parents seemed to be changing before her eyes. They had 
suddenly taken on the quality of actors—moving through their habits, 


— mariah eppes — 


saying things they were supposed to say, to her and to each other. They 
were both quick with compliments for anything Alexis did in the Music 
Room, but their praises were unspecific, delivered in a vague tone of 
assent. Like they were placating her. To be appeased in this way felt like 
a lie, and made Alexis feel small and naive. She watched Irene and Daniel 
cycling through their movements and conversations (her mother’s 
sarcasms, her father’s silences) wondering if this too was a kind of 
appeasement for her benefit. 

In the first two years, Alexis decided to get what she wanted by 
appeasing them in return. Completing these initial steps of her life in a 
satisfactory way (all of high school aggregated into one huge “step”) 
would bode well for the more important future steps. Each element of her 
life was a list item—either crossed off, in progress, or impending. 


xAlexisWolfx: havent seen u in a while 
xAlexisWolfx: whats ur life about 
tymetodance92: ehhhh 

tymetodance92: trying to get my grades up 
tymetodance92: school sucks 

xAlexisWolfx: do u need help? 
tymetodance92: no 

tymetodance92: i just need to do my hmwrk lol 


Mike and Leticia were angry about Claudia’s grades, but Claudia 
couldn’t summon the energy to care. The threatened punishments never 
seemed to take shape, even when Claudia pushed the limits as far as she 
could. It happened slowly. First she was just procrastinating, staying up 
late into the night to finish simple assignments. When she started missing 
deadlines completely, the fear and urgency began to drip away too. She 
played a lot of guitar. When her guitar was confiscated, she did a lot of 
nothing. Apparently this was worse, because the guitar reappeared in her 
room after a week or two. When Mike attempted to talk to her about it, 
Claudia was ashamed of herself, and embarrassed at the way he tiptoed 
around her feelings. 

“T just don’t care!” she’d lash out at him. She didn’t know why she 
was angry. She didn’t know why she didn’t care, either. Nothing at 
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school interested her. The only reason to do anything at school was to 
avoid a hypothetical chain reaction of consequences: bad grades, bad 
job, bad life. But if the consequences were meaningless to her too, then 
what was the point? 

She saw Alexis sometimes. Alexis was in the school’s band—playing 
keyboard or something—and other clubs, always busy. They only talked 
online, because Claudia didn’t have unlimited texting. And even when 
Alexis prompted conversations, the content had dwindled down to brief 
hellos and surface topics. The long days of snacks and YouTube videos 
(and recording songs; “twenty songs by the end of freshman year!”) 
seemed like another, more childish lifetime. Claudia didn’t really write 
lyrics anymore. Obviously Alexis had let that all go, it didn’t really matter. 

Not that she had replaced Alexis with anyone. Her social life consisted 
of a small swarm of acquaintances in her classes and around her lunch 
table. (And an agonizing fixation on David Augello, one of those 
acquaintances. ) 

So, Claudia was actually surprised to see Alexis approaching her on the 
first day of their junior year. Claudia was smoking on the corner outside 
the 7-11 across the street from Paradise. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Alexis demanded. 

“What?” said Claudia. 

“What are you doing?” 

Claudia hadn’t seen Alexis up close for a while. She looked pretty. And 
short. Claudia had always been taller than Alexis, but it was amusing to 
have to look down at her (at sixteen she was 510”, Alexis was 5’3”). She 
could practically blow smoke over Alexis’s head. 

“I don’t know. Waiting for school to start.” 

“Since when are you smoking?” said Alexis. 

“Uh, I don’t know. It’s not that much.” 

That was true, it wasn’t like Claudia could buy cigarettes. Alexis didn’t 
know that Claudia was facing down junior year on the second degree of 
academic probation. Trying to imagine how she was going to get her shit 
together had stressed her out enough to bum one off David Augello. It 
was just bad timing. 

They stood in silence for a minute. It was already heating up, 7:30 AM, 
Las Vegas in August. 

“Are you gonna stop?” Alexis said. 
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“T still have like half left,” said Claudia. 

“Ew, stop. I don’t hear from you for a few days and suddenly you’re 
a smoker?” 

“It’s really not that big of a deal.” 

Alexis went into 7-11 and got a latte while Claudia finished the 
cigarette. 

“Are you done?” 

“You're such a goody two shoes,” said Claudia, dropping the remains 
and stamping it out. 

“Not even. Cigarettes are stupid. You'll literally die from that shit.” 

“I’m not gonna instantly drop dead.” 

They walked across the street together. 

“You should come over soon,” Alexis said. “I have a car. I’ll drop you 
off at home.” 

However misaligned, when their orbits did begin to rotate in sync, it 
was immediate and complete. But not without alarms in Claudia’s mind. 

“Sure,” Claudia said. “I mean, I’m free. But...” 

“What?” said Alexis. 

“We haven’t hung out in a while. I didn’t know if we were still friends.” 

“Of course we're friends,” Alexis said. The simplest truth. “We’ve 
always been friends.” Requiring no other explanation. “The french 
vanilla’s pretty good, actually. Wanna try some?” 

Claudia stared at her. “It’s been more than a few days, you know.” 

Alexis smiled and rolled her eyes. 

“You think that just because we have different classes, and stuff gets in 
the way, and we don’t see each other enough, that we’re not friends 
anymore?” she said. “Sorry, but it’s gonna be a lot harder than that to get 
rid of me.” She sipped the latte, grimaced. “It’s still a little hot. But you 
should try some.” 

Claudia took the cup. “Tastes like a shitty 7-11 latte.” 

“My favorite,” said Alexis. “Doing anything after school today?” 

Leticia wouldn’t be home until six at the earliest. 

“No,” Claudia said. 

The Music Room didn’t look much different. The computer had been 
upgraded, and the chairs replaced. But the stool Claudia used to sit on 
was still there. 
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Alexis had driven fast up Desert Inn with the windows down. They 
stopped at Chipotle on the way and Alexis insisted that Claudia take half 
the burrito. 

“It’s way, way, too much for me, seriously,” she said, even though it was 
obvious she was trying to ensure that Claudia wouldn’t have to pay for 
dinner. Back at the house, they resumed their old positions—next to each 
other, chair and stool—and ate their burrito halves. 

Alexis watched her familiar friend in this familiar position and loved 
her. She had been thinking about Claudia that summer—and _ her 
appearing on the corner on the first day of school, as if triggered by 
Alexis’s thoughts, seemed providential. It was boredom at school that had 
brought Claudia to mind. The subjects were tedious; the clubs she 
participated in felt increasingly irrelevant. The people were boring and 
concerned themselves with boring things. On several too-hot summer 
days, Alexis had spent hours reading back lyrics she wrote for 
GreenSneaks in middle school and thinking about Claudia. Claudia was 
not boring. It was partly in her self-destructive habits. Smoking in front of 
7-11; letting responsibilities like schoolwork float away unachieved. 
Alexis couldn't allow herself tendencies like this, so they took on a dark 
adolescent glamor. 

But the longing Alexis had for Claudia was also more personal than 
that. They had always discussed the most crucial facts of life, articulating 
the universe in the long AIM conversations she remembered so fondly. 
Claudia never bullshitted, since she was largely incapable of hiding how 
she truly felt, which Alexis thought was impressive. It might be said that 
Alexis “saw something” in Claudia (and in fact this would be said in years 
to come), something that Claudia couldn’t illuminate for herself. 


There's certainly more than one opinion to hold on that idea. 


“Alexis Wolf was an opportunist. She was the poster child for the millennial 
viewpoint: her first objective was to be rich and famous. Claudia di Paola was 
the artistic talent that Wolf was lucky to have found. It’s di Paola’s creative 
landscape that we see reflected in the albums. She made them what they were.” 
“It would have been impossible without Alexis Wolf. And not just 
logistically —as many tend to relegate her—but creatively, too. The work was 
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much more collaborative than some critics suggest. Underlying any song that 
feels like di Paola is at least a shimmer of Wolf. Often, that shimmer is the 
special part. It couldn’t have happened without her, and it might have 
happened even if it was only her.” 


“They're both overrated.” 


Authenticity. That was what drew Alexis back to Claudia. There was little 
authenticity in Alexis’s life, as she saw it. Her parents grew more 
inauthentic daily. School was inauthentic by definition. Somehow, people 
in general seemed inauthentic; she’d been called smart and beautiful and 
talented, but why? It wasn’t hard to appear smart. Beautiful was usually 
employed as a way to quickly gain her favor, or meant as a compliment to 
her parents. If people knew how often she failed, they’d know there was 
little talent to be found in her. But her ambitions had become the key to 
something over the years. She worked hard for an abstract promise. She 
believed, without a doubt, in something more than this. 

“Do you ever feel like you were meant to do something important?” 
Alexis said. 

“No,” Claudia said. 

Alexis laughed, and spilled burrito filling all over the floor. 

“Shit. Oh my god,” said Alexis, bending over in the chair to gather it up 
with her hands. “Don’t tell my dad.” But she was still laughing. 


Alexis’s car meant that there was no reason why she and Claudia couldn’t 
hang out every day. On the outside, it probably seemed excessive. (Let’s be 
honest: it was excessive.) But for Claudia there were practical 
considerations. Alexis’s car meant that she didn’t have to take the bus 
after school. Who would take the bus if there was any other option? Alexis 
could always get her home before Mike and Leticia found out she was 
gone. And her other group, even David Augello, didn’t seem to miss her. 

And so they filled their time. Claudia waited for Alexis if she had a club 
obligation. Then they drove around the city, all other friends and 
acquaintances categorically dismissed. Sometimes they wandered in the 
Meadows Mall. Milk tea in Chinatown. Laps around Desert Breeze Park, 
gripped in conversation. Claudia became newly acquainted with Alexis’s 
dreams. 
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“So you're gonna be a rock star?” Claudia said. 

“Tt’s not about being a star.” 

“What's it about then?” 

“Just not having to like, do the regular thing. I don’t want to get a job 
and just... that’s it. 1 don’t want to be someone who says ‘I wish I could 
have done whatever’—the thing they really wanted to do. I want to do it 
for real.” 

“What's for real?” 

“T want to, like, win a Grammy.” 

“T never imagined anyone actually listening to my songs.” 

“Never?” 

“Well, I guess not never.” 

“You're really good.” 

“I know you think that,” said Claudia. 

“Tt’s true.” 

“I have no idea what kind of job I want.” 

“I want a mansion in the Hollywood Hills,” said Alexis. 

Claudia laughed. “I want to go to the beach whenever I feel like it.” 

“So you're gonna be in the band?” 

“Sorry, I’m not a GreenSneak.” 

“Not GreenSneaks. The new band.” 

“Who's in it?” 

“Just me and you.” 

“Not really a band with just two.” 

“You don’t need a whole band. GarageBand can do everything else." 


The recording tools in the Music Room had also gotten an upgrade. Now, 
Alexis had a condenser microphone and nice headphones, which made 
the biggest difference by far. Compared to the older stuff, the voice tracks 
were crisp and clear and sounded like real songs. She also had an electric 
tabletop drum kit that could be plugged in, solving the drums problem. 

At least as far as the sound. Claudia glimpsed a file name titled “ben 
lines.mp4” on the desktop as Alexis was booting up GarageBand. 

“Whatever happened to that guy?” Claudia said. 

“Who?” 

“Ben Fahlgren.” 
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“He went to college. Also, you were right, he liked me. So that pretty 
much ended that.” 

Claudia couldn’t help feeling a little gratified, but knew it probably 
wasn’t as clean as Alexis was making it sound. 

“Sorry,” Claudia said. 

“It’s fine. He wasn’t a good listener. It wouldn’t have worked.” 

“I always thought he was a tool,” Claudia said. 

“He was kind of a tool,” Alexis said, with a convincing grin. But 
Claudia caught her dragging the mp4 into another folder when she 
thought Claudia had looked away. 

Claudia didn’t mention it. It served her to allow Alexis’s secrets, even if 
Alexis shut her out. Secrets were proof that Alexis had some deeper 
interiority. Sometimes she spoke so flippantly, with a little too much ease 
and laughter. This small action meant that Alexis had things to hide. 
Hidden things always seemed much more substantial than things given 
freely. Claudia wanted to earn them. 


Right where they left off. 


There was only one rule: homework was done first. 
“Oh for Chrissakes,” Claudia said. 
“I’m serious,” said Alexis. “You can’t let a stupid F in stupid high school 
ruin this for you. This is your real life.” 
Claudia groaned. 
“It will literally take an hour. Tops. You can copy my math if you want.” 
“Fine.” 


Mike and Leticia were relieved when Claudia started making C’s, and 
that her anger seemed to level off. They might have been troubled if they 
knew her impetus: get the hell out of high school and become a pro 
musician with her best friend. She might have sooner dropped out if 
Alexis hadn’t been so adamant about both of them graduating. 

In Claudia’s house, college was a strained topic. 

“Did you get your SAT score?” Leticia said. 

Claudia hated it when her mother acted like she knew the logistical 
steps for going to college, since she’d never gone herself. 
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“Not yet,” Claudia said. And she didn’t care what the score was; she 
wasn’t planning to use it. Alexis had dragged her to the testing center, 
since the SAT was not optional in the Weber house either. The family had 
created a careful balance of obligations: Alexis would take the traditional 
steps toward traditional success, and her parents would allow her to try 
to circumvent their necessity. 

“Make sure it’s good enough for UNLV at least,” Leticia said. 

“You can always get scholarships if you want to go to Reno. [hear UNR 
is a good school, too,” Mike offered. 

“I’m not gonna get any scholarships with C’s.” 

“Then don’t get C’s,” said Leticia. 

Mike shrugged. “You never know. Maybe they have a music 
scholarship.” 

Mike was perceptive about the way Claudia spent her time now: 
practicing guitar with the door closed. Leticia made no further 
comment. Claudia knew she would never get a scholarship, but her 
heart burned a little when Mike acknowledged the things she liked as 
if they might have some bearing on her future. In those moments she 
wondered—if she confided in Mike about her plans with Alexis, would 
he not think they were total bullshit? 

Leticia didn’t seem to believe that anything done at home with the door 
closed might become something more than a secret, private thing. 
Perhaps that was because everything about Leticia was secret and private. 
In any case, Claudia and her mother experienced each other as opposite 
shores with a gulf between them, which just kept expanding. Or as islands 
in a dangerous ocean; navigating across was ill-advised. Silently, they 
both agreed to take that advice. Only Mike kept sailing back and forth. 

He stood awkwardly in the threshold of Claudia’s room. 

“Life’s just about doing what makes you happy. Of course, that doesn’t 
mean you'll always love your job. But you find things to enjoy. It falls into 
place. So just keep trying new things. That’s what college is for. Don’t 
worry. Things fall into place.” 

Claudia didn’t worry. 
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But what did the Webers think? 


In their balance of obligations, the bargain was tenuous. Alexis on one 
side, her parents on the other; both parties never ceased their vigilance, 
eyes peeled for duplicity. Alexis did what she was told, but spent just as 
much time in the Music Room. Daniel seemed mostly satisfied with the 
arrangement, but it was strange: the more seriously Alexis took her music, 
the less interest Daniel had in it. When she was a young kid, Daniel had 
offered glowing feedback and assurance. Now he only nodded, said one 
of a few short, dismissive phrases (“Gettin’ somewhere.” / “Nice job.”) 
and encouraged her to get her homework done before ten. 

Irene was more forthcoming with her approval, but Alexis didn’t quite 
trust it either. Her mother was antsy, questioning Alexis about her plans 
(“Where are you going to start? Should we go to New York? Should we go 
to LA?”). Irene never managed to include Claudia in these questions 
(Irene was mixed about the return of the prodigal friend), which Alexis 
found intolerable. She just wanted to keep working. When she thought 
too much about the future, the weight of what she imagined could send 
her sinking into doubt. 

Irene and Daniel didn’t speak about the future either. They were both 
aware—with a kind of distant coolness—that they were envisioning 
different things. 


Back to work. 


The first songs Claudia and Alexis recorded served mostly as tests, but 
certain elements crept up again later (see “NOT,” “I See Skies”). At the 
beginning, they used the built-in software instruments, and sometimes 
imported percussion from the tabletop drum kit. 

“We just have to write a ton,” Alexis said. “Like a shit ton.” 

“I wrote some stuff a while ago we can practice with,” said Claudia. 


They wrote a shit ton. What else is there to say? They attended Bite of Las 
Vegas in October 2009 not merely as spectators, but as researchers 
collecting data (also because Blue October was playing, and Claudia 
wanted to see them). Thus inspired, Claudia recorded a cover of “18th 
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Floor Balcony.” Alexis added a bunch of weird atmospheric noises that 
made it sound like a creepy pseudo-eighties love song version of “18th 
Floor Balcony.” They both thought it was probably the best thing they’d 
ever made. 

A slew of other covers. “Holiday” by Green Day was an unexpected 
stand out. “Stolen” by Dashboard Confessional. “Yesterday” and 
“Something” by the Beatles, “Everybody Wants to Rule the World” by 
Tears for Fears. When they did these older songs, Irene couldn’t resist 
coming in to dance a little and comment on how nice everything sounded. 

“Just don’t tell Dad I let Claudia use the Telly,” said Alexis. 

Claudia froze in the chair. She was still holding the aforementioned 
Telecaster, but she hadn’t known there was any question of whether or not 
it was allowed. 

Irene drew a finger across her lips, tossed the invisible key. “He won’t 
be home for a while anyway.” 

Alexis giggled. Claudia was struck by how often Irene and Alexis 
antagonized Daniel when he wasn’t there. No one ever spoke about her 
own absent father. Clearly it wasn’t his absence that left Claudia’s father 
undiscussed. But then again, she thought with a thread of bitterness, 
she’d always known that. Claudia had met Daniel several times, but he 
was constantly busy with work, and exhausted beyond polite 
conversation when he was home. He was usually a shadowy sprawl on 
the couch watching television when Claudia saw him. 

“Seems like he has a cool job though,” Claudia said. 

“Oh, he fucking hates it,” said Alexis. Irene slipped out the door. 
Alexis rolled her eyes. “She always plays along, and then when I say 
something honest, she leaves,” she said. “I really fucking hate that. 
Wanna do another take?” 


In Las Vegas, the weather doesn’t change drastically between fall and winter. 
You can almost wear the same thing all year round (unless it’s summer). 


During winter break, Claudia was still wearing flip flops. Alexis was 
away. Irene had taken her on a trip to New York City. 

“What's your email address?” Alexis said, one of the last afternoons 
before she left. 
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“Why?” 

“T want to write you letters.” 

“You're so weird,” Claudia said, but she checked her email a million 
times a day. Alexis didn’t disappoint. She sent long extravagant reports of 
things she and her mother had seen. Apparently, Irene had lived a 
summer or two in New York City and was taking Alexis to all of the spots. 
Claudia didn’t have much frame of reference for New York besides 9/11 
and the reruns of Friends she sometimes watched with Leticia. 

She was without a frame of reference, and she was alone. Massively 
bored. What had she done in times like this before? Something online? 
She didn’t even know what sites she liked anymore. She didn’t realize 
that her movements had developed a consistent pattern, how full her 
mind was of the daily concerns of figuring out how to make music. She 
hadn’t been on the outside looking in for a few months. If she looked too 
long, she began asking skeptical questions: why was she doing this 
again? What was the point? 

But that was too much to bear, too much to put in an email to Alexis. She 
tried, and it just sounded like she was jealous (nevermind that she was). 
Resentful that Alexis had left her alone during the break, when they 
would have had more time than ever to work on new stuff. 

So instead she wrote new lyrics. (These lyrics would become parts of a verse 
for “Gross.”) 

And Alexis sent her an important email. 


To: cdpizza@hotmail.com 
Fr: xalexiswolfx@yahoo.com 


Omg. i had to send this right now. we just got back to the hotel. but listen to 
this. 


So today me and my mom were walking and we saw the library and some other 
stuff. super cool old building and the lion statues in the front were my favorite. 
And we were standing waiting for the light to switch and this giant truck pulls 
up trying to make a right turn and I swear it almost hit my mom. she was 
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standing way too close to the curb. she said she was just used to that from living 
here, but it was still way too close. 


ANYWAY, i looked up at the side of the truck and it said SECURE 
DESTRUCTION on it. and i was like WOW. read that again. 


SECURE DESTRUCTION. 
Is that not the coolest thing you've ever heard in your life? i was like, omg, i 


have to email Claudia immediately. cause that’s a great NAME. that’s a great 
name, isnt it??? 
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TOO GOOD TO BE TRUE 
How many ways are there to break in? It must be endless. 


“IT don’t know, Dove,” said Joe. Joe was known for the gentleness in 
his rejections. 

“How can you not know?” Dove said. Dove was gentle too, but not like 
Joe. Dove’s gentleness was practiced and purposeful. There was always 
an intended result, and a layer of passive-aggression that only an 
experienced recipient of that gentleness would catch. 

“Thave to ask them,” said Joe. 

“They would be completely crazy to decline,” Dove said, drawing out the 
words, like he was giving Joe much-needed advice. “You know that, Joe.” 


Wait, who are these people? Go back a touch. Ways to break in. Some are 
certainly preposterous. 


“It’s like when people want to have files shredded. Documents with 
important information on them are ‘securely destroyed.’ Secure 
Destruction!” said Alexis. 

Alexis didn’t have to explain, Claudia loved it. With the name decided, 
Alexis wasted no time in making MySpace Music and SoundCloud 
accounts and uploading all their finished covers. The first big thing to 
happen in the new decade (January 2010) was the automatic deletion of 
the covers on both platforms—“copyright infringement.” 

“That's bullshit,” said Alexis. 

“I think you can still do it on YouTube,” Claudia said. 


Some preposterous ways: 
Daniel Weber knew a guy (who knew a guy who knew a guy). 


An A&R man on vacation with his family saw Secure Destruction 
performing on Fremont Street for tips. 


They recorded a demo and sent it out to managers and agents and 


anyone who would listen, and—as the cliché goes—eventually 
someone did. 
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Another way: 
A YouTube channel of acoustic covers went viral. 


Rather than upload the GarageBand versions of their covers, Secure 
Destruction filmed themselves playing live. Alexis had a keen sense of 
how the videos ought to look—with prescience that would continue to 
serve them, she knew their image was as important as their sound. 
(Though it should be mentioned that the clothing colors were Claudia’s 
idea: Alexis wore all black and Claudia wore all white. “Because it’s the 
opposite of what people would expect,” she said.) 

Daniel’s habit of collecting new technology that he never used was also 
a benefit to the channel. He had a tripod, a shotgun mic, and a nice DSLR 
(a brand new Canon 7D, to be exact). They moved two chairs to face each 
other at a slight angle, which made the scene framed by the 7D look 
intimate and cozy. The chairs were set up in front of one of the acoustic 
foam walls, for a consistent background, and the gray color of the foam 
lent a sort of mood to the whole shot. 

They used Claudia’s guitar. Often, they switched off singing and 
playing, passing the guitar back and forth, just like their “Boulevard of 
Broken Dreams” performance years before. Alexis thought it would make 
their videos stand out if they had some kind of gimmick like that. 

Playing without the goal of a recording was freeing in a way Claudia 
didn’t expect. She often forgot the camera was there at all. Her favorite 
parts were when they brought their voices together for choruses. 

“We sound legit,” Claudia said. 

“Meant to be,” Alexis said, and shrugged like it was obvious. 


Secure Destruction uploaded two or three videos a week for weeks and 
weeks. They covered their own favorites and timely hits. 


A selection of YouTube comments on these various videos (most got no comments 
and a low view count): 


“Usessssly” 
“Awesome video!! check out my covers when you have a chance!” 
“Nice interpretation.” 


“I hate this song lol i do not get why its popular” 
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“You guys are pretty good, damn” 
“id hit it” 


The huge volume of work meant that keeping Claudia’s after school 
hours at Alexis’s a secret was impossible. They needed to work on the 
weekend, too, to sustain the output. But Leticia’s arguments had no legs 
anymore: Claudia’s grades were decent, and Alexis picked her up and 
dropped her off, so there was no imposition on Leticia’s time. In private, 
Mike encouraged Leticia to let it go. The Webers were nice people, Alexis 
was a diligent girl and clearly a good influence. When was the last time 
Claudia had been engaged in something, after all? 

In their private moments, Irene and Daniel aired their disagreements 
about the YouTube channel. Irene was thrilled—this was the future of 
music careers, she insisted. Daniel resisted. 

“I don’t think putting all this amateur stuff out publicly looks good. It’s 
not professional.” 

Irene shrugged. “We'll see.” 

They released their words into the air. Those words landed nowhere 
and changed no minds. 


But these things don’t happen overnight. 


By the summer of 2010, Secure Destruction’s YouTube channel had lost its 
novelty. They had a decent—but not impressive—subscriber base, mostly 
because they uploaded frequently. Some people from school followed 
them. But nothing big. The videos were a habit, but only consumed one 
half of their time. The other half was spent writing original music. 

They hardly thought about the cover of “Teenage Dream.” Claudia 
didn’t even really like the song. It probably wasn’t their best 
performance. But for whatever reason, “Teenage Dream” was the one 
that broke through. Some invisible achievement of a critical mass; maybe 
inevitable, or maybe just a fluke. 

Alexis and Claudia sat in the Music Room on a July night, with the 
lights off, watching the view count explode. 

“Someone tweeted it at Katy Perry,” said Alexis. 

“Damn,” said Claudia. 
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“We gotta upload more. Right now,” said Alexis. Awake into the 
early hours of the morning, recording two new covers and one of 
their own songs. 


People at school noticed after that. 

“You're hella talented,” David Augello said to Claudia at lunch. 
Claudia’s interest in David had faded into the shadow of Secure 
Destruction, but after his comment, Claudia wondered for the first time: 
wait, is this really gonna happen? 

But the hype died down over a week or two. The video made the 
rounds on their Facebook networks and was written about in a couple of 
trashy internet articles. Their subscribers briefly boomed, and they posted 
four videos a week for a while, trying to sustain it. The activity dwindled 
anyway, but plateaued at a steady few subscribers every day. 

“T guess it was kinda dumb to get excited,” Claudia said. 

“Not dumb,” Alexis said. “It’s normal for things to go up and down. We 
just have to keep going.” 

Even at the height of the short-lived excitement, Alexis had surprised 
Claudia with her measured calm. She was restrained, almost cold in her 
appraisal of this small success. She didn’t even want to tell Irene or Daniel 
when it happened, though of course, Irene found out. 

“It’s nothing yet. It’s not a thing,” Alexis said, with an obvious edge in 
her voice, when Irene was squealing about the blog posts written about 
them. After it became clear how momentary that success would be, 
Claudia recognized that Alexis had been right to hold back. She thought 
it was an admirable reaction, and wanted to be more like that herself—if 
they ever had a hit again. 


The “Teenage Dream” cover saw another surge in September, when the 
song was number one on the Billboard charts for a few weeks. Claudia 
and Alexis had started their senior year at Paradise. Alexis was already 
talking about moving to Los Angeles after graduation. Daniel and Irene 
were allowing her to take one gap year before deciding about college 
(Alexis didn’t witness the fight). 

“My mom has a few friends in LA we might be able to stay with,” she 
said. “I know they’d let you come.” 
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Claudia didn’t know how she was going to explain that to her parents, 
who were grilling her about college applications. When she tested the 
waters by telling Mike and Leticia about “Teenage Dream” going viral, 
the reaction was mixed. 

“That sounds like a good thing,” Mike said. 

“You have videos of yourself on the internet? That anyone can see?” 
said Leticia. 

Claudia had a thought. In November, when she turned eighteen, she 
could legally do whatever she wanted. She had a fiery rebellious feeling 
when she imagined it—she wanted to use it against her parents. If Alexis 
figured out a place for them to live in LA, she’d be going with her. No 
matter what. 


A pause to ask: Who is Joe Masters? 


Miles away, Joe Masters was visiting his brother in Seattle. Joe used to be 
a manager at an agency in LA, following a long family line of musically- 
affiliated Masterses, but he’d spent the last four years as the personal 
manager for some close friends trying to get their weird band off the 
ground. His father and his oldest brother—both producers—were 
skeptical. (Perhaps a generous word: “idiotic” was the word Joe’s father used.) 

Joe’s connections couldn't help his friends. The band was already a 
tough sell, an odd mixture of genres and semi-permanent line up of seven 
people. Semi-permanent, because they couldn’t always get along. Joe 
tried, but after four years of lost effort, the band crumpled under the 
weight of a love triangle. Lost effort, lost money, and several lost 
friendships, too. In the early fall of 2010, age thirty-seven, Joe had no 
current prospects (later, this would be called a “turning point,” and not 
the empty fallout of a massive failure). 

While in Seattle, Joe’s fifteen-year-old niece showed him a video she 
liked. Two teenage girls, sharing a guitar and singing covers. 

Joe worked with some pop acts when he was a very young (and very 
full of himself, he would say) manager. None of his artists made it big. 
He had a penchant for choosing the underdog, perhaps because he was 
not one. Being a Masters, he had started in the industry from at least the 
middle rung. And this path, the one more smoothly paved, had still been 
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plan B. Once, he’d been in the band trying to get signed, not the manager 
signing them. 

Though he’d created a minor reputation for himself lately, not all of 
Joe’s hunches had been so catastrophic. His idealism was useful, but he 
now saw how easily it could become a fault. Quitting his job to help his 
old friends become famous was certainly a qualifiable fault. He knew, 
whatever he did next, that he would have to be more careful. 

But he liked the girls on the video right away. They had a good sound. 
They looked interesting next to each other. He could imagine them on an 
album cover, which was always a good sign—though he wondered if 
album covers were becoming irrelevant. Music was changing faster than 
anyone could keep up with. Such musings were tied to the inevitable 
question: how soon before he was irrelevant too? 

He had no other job or anything else to lose. They were clearly untested, 
and even with a few popular videos, unlikely to have other people 
soliciting them. He took down the name: Secure Destruction. Alexis Wolf. 
Claudia di Paola. 


Two days before Claudia’s eighteenth birthday, on November 7th, 2010, 
they got a direct message on Twitter from Joe Masters. 

“He’s wondering if we have a demo,” said Alexis. 

“Wait, is this real?” Claudia said. 

A Google search confirmed that Joe Masters was indeed a real person. 

“Do we have a demo?” Claudia said. 

“We're gonna,” said Alexis. 

When they told Irene, she shrieked so loud Daniel woke up from his 
doze on the couch, cursing. 


In the kitchen, Leticia held a hand towel in a death grip. 

“You don’t even know this man,” said Leticia. “Who is he? What does 
he want with young girls?” 

“He’s a manager. It’s his job,” said Claudia. 

“How do you know he is who he says he is?” 

“You can tell, Mom, it’s not—Alexis’s parents know about this stuff. 
They’re gonna meet him—” 

“Alexis’s parents?” Leticia slammed the towel onto the counter. Claudia 
heard her mother’s knuckles make contact with the ceramic. She hoped it 
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hurt. Leticia shook her head, mouth agape, at Mike. “We barely know 
Alexis’s parents. This could be a con man they want to meet. I’ve never 
spent any time with them.” 
“You never want to spend any time with them,” Claudia said. “You 
know Alexis comes here all the fucking time to drop me off.” 
“Don’t curse. What do you think about this?” Leticia said to Mike. 
Mike raised his eyebrows. Shrugged and shoved his hands into the 
pockets of his jeans. “Might as well hear what he has to say,” he said. 
Leticia opened her mouth to speak, but couldn't. 


A glimpse of things to come. 


“WE DIDN'T KNOW HE WAS A LOSER” — SECURE DESTRUCTION 
DISCUSS FINDING MANAGER, NATIONAL TOUR 
1/19/2012 
by Jacqueline Lesser 


Secure Destruction is having a moment. 


I'm meeting the newcomers in the lobby of the hotel they’ve been 
living in while preparing for the tour of their first album, NOT. Despite 
a modest debut at number 102 on the Billboard chart, the duo—made 
up of childhood friends Alexis Wolf and Claudia di Paola—might just be 
the next big thing. They've performed all over LA, released two major 
music videos, and are starting to get some radio play. A national tour 
(cheekily named “NOT a Real Tour”) was announced just a month after 
NOT's release. One can only assume their manager has been very, very 
busy. 


“It's funny because when we first met Joe [Masters], we didn’t really 
know anything about the business,” says Wolf. We're sitting toward the 
back of the lobby; at 18 and 19, they are too young to sit at the bar. 
"We had to learn a lot really fast.” 


“We also didn’t know he was, like, a loser,” di Paola adds with a wry 
smile. 


“He wasn’t a loser,” Wolf is quick to correct. “He had a lot of failures 
or whatever. But that’s what's so great about Joe. He knows what can 
go wrong.” 


“Yeah, and he's really committed. Dude is working nonstop for us right 
now,” di Paola says. 
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“He's good at pear ve certain things away from us, so we can focus on 
the important stuff,” says Wolf. “We had the two videos. Now we're 
trying to get ready for the tour.” 


| ask them how they feel about the =pomiaine shifting toward them. Are 
they nervous? Excited? Totally ready’: 


"We aren't famous or anything,” says di Paola. “No one recognizes us 
on the street. We just do our work for the day and come back here. It's 
been really wild to hear us on the radio, though,” di Paola continues. 
“But we're just up to here [di Paola raises her hand over her head] with 
shit to do. We don't really have time right now to think about being 
nervous or being famous.” 


“We want to keep our momentum,” Wolf says. “People are like, how 
did you finish the whole album in three months? And I'm like, well, 
we've been writing songs together since we were 13. We had tons of 
material to work with. Everything's happening really fast, and we're 
trying to keep it going as fast as we can.’ 


Tickets for Secure Destruction’s “NOT A Real Tour” go on sale January 
21st. 


But for now, waiting. 


And waiting and waiting. As 2011 began, school felt more and more 
like a pseudo-world, a biding of time. Slow conversations went on with 
Joe Masters, moving from Twitter to email and gaining recipients 
(Irene and Daniel, since Alexis was still seventeen). Daniel’s exhaustive 
questioning and noncommittal tone drove Alexis crazy. She couldn’t 
stand the anticipation. 

“It gets worse every day,” Alexis said. “I hate going to bed waiting and 
waking up waiting.” 

Claudia listened, nodded, but didn’t feel the same. She noticed that 
they had swapped strengths since the “Teenage Dream” video: Claudia 
was able to put her hopes away more easily than Alexis now. 

“I think I’m used to big things not working out,” said Claudia. 

“That sounds worse,” said Alexis. 

“Not really. If you’re expecting the worst, then anything better than the 
worst is a good thing.” 
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They sought solace in working on demo tracks, none of which ever 
seemed good enough. They kept throwing them out and starting again— 
perhaps just another way of biding the time. 

In March of 2011, Joe Masters came to Las Vegas to meet with Alexis, 
Claudia, and the Webers in person. He was wearing a plain tan collared 
shirt and jeans, which surprised Claudia, who thought he’d be wearing a 
suit or something. He brought a draft of the contract that had been the 
central theme of their email chains for the last few weeks. They all sat 
around a table at Maggiano’s, at the Fashion Show Mall; Daniel studying 
the terms with his readers perched on the tip of his nose. Claudia watched 
his expression for signs of disapproval. She hadn’t mentioned Joe to 
Leticia and Mike since the fight, and had answered a few probing 
questions from Leticia vaguely. She’d already made her decision, and she 
was eighteen, so she didn’t need their permission (she also didn’t want 
their permission). 

Alexis was staring at Daniel intensely. Claudia knew that Alexis was 
worried about her dad nitpicking over the agreement. It wasn’t very long. 
Just a sheet and a half of paper. The terms were for a trial period, in which 
the three of them would work together for six months to ensure they all 
got along before signing a long-term contract. 

“Isn't it generous?” Daniel said. 

“You guys shouldn’t be at risk to lose anything right now,” Joe said. 
“We're just trying it on to see how it fits.” 

“That seems like a good idea,” said Irene. Claudia thought Irene was 
more anxious than anyone else at the table. She nodded like a bobblehead 
to everything Joe said. 

“You feel good about this?” Daniel said to Alexis and Claudia. He was 
clearly skeptical still. Somehow his skepticism made the whole situation 
feel less legitimate, even though it had taken them months to get here. 

Claudia and Alexis glanced at each other, both playing it cool. 

“Good for me,” said Claudia. 

“Yup,” said Alexis. 


Irene signed underneath Alexis. As the papers circled the table, Joe asked 
them what kind of gigs they’d been doing lately. 

“Just really small places,” Alexis said. “Coffee shops and pizza places 
and stuff. We go downtown and set up at First Friday sometimes.” 
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Claudia kept her eyes down as she signed her name, as she listened to 
Alexis lie through her teeth. They’d never played for a live audience 
anywhere. 


“What he doesn’t know won’t kill him,” Alexis said, when Claudia 
asked her about it later that night. “We can go to First Friday next month. 
Then it won't be a lie.” 

“He seems really normal, doesn’t he?” said Claudia. 

“Too normal?” 

“No. Just not what I thought a manager would be like.” 

“He might not stay our manager,” Alexis said. She looked gravely at 
Claudia, who didn’t expect her to be so serious. “We have to be honest 
about him. If we don’t like him, we’ll move on. We don’t have to settle for 
the first thing that comes along. Okay?” 

“Okay, okay. Don’t worry, dude,” said Claudia. 

Claudia’s levity struck a nerve in Alexis, but she let it sink away. She 
knew she was more disciplined about the logistics of things than Claudia. 
She hadn’t even allowed herself to check “MANAGER” off her list, 
despite the fact that they’d just signed with one. She was waiting for the 
trial period to end before marking the step complete. She reasoned that 
this was how they evened each other out; conceded that a dash of 
Claudia’s nonchalance was good for balance (but really, she thought 
Claudia could use a dose of her own fervidity). 

To Claudia’s credit, she was motivated, and worked tirelessly with 
Alexis at sending Joe demo tracks to shop around to labels. Her energy 
came from a slightly different place, however: revenge. All she could 
imagine was the look on Leticia’s face when they signed with a label. In 
her mind she heard the sound of knuckles on the countertop. 


Back to work, again, and back to waiting. 


After the signing with Joe, Claudia didn’t go home much. When she told 
Leticia and Mike that they had a contract with a manager, Leticia 
demanded to see the paperwork, which Claudia refused. (The fight was a 
sight to behold.). Irene was sympathetic to the apparent injustice being 
committed by Claudia’s parents in their disapproval of Secure 
Destruction, and so said nothing about two- or three-day extended 
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sleepovers. Irene actually seemed to enjoy the company, she was always 
offering them snacks and soda, every day a kind of festivity. 

On the second to last Friday night in April, when another promising bit 
of interest from a label fell through, Alexis knocked the mic off the desk in 
the Music Room. She recovered herself quickly. Picked up the mic and 
plugged it in, spoke some words into it and played them back. 

“Tt’s not broken,” Alexis said. 

Claudia watched her. “You okay?” she said. 

“Yeah.” 

Silence. 

“But I don’t know,” Alexis said. “Doesn’t it sometimes feel like, shit, 
what if nothing comes out of this?” 

“Why don’t we call it a night?” Claudia said. 

“We should tweet about ‘Remembering Sunday. 
upload.) 

“Do it tomorrow. No more tonight.” 

“Alright,” said Alexis. 


ws 


(The latest cover 


They spread out a few old comforters and pillows on the floor in 
Alexis’s room, as if they were just friends with nothing to do except 
stay awake talking. 

“You know what you should tell me about?” Claudia said. A bag of Hot 
Cheetos between them. “What the hell actually happened with you and 
Ben Fahlgren.” 

“It’s so dumb,” Alexis said. 

“T wanna know.” 

Alexis groaned, drew a blanket up over her face in a show of 
embarrassment. 

“Tell me!” said Claudia. 

“T know it was my fault.” 

“Just say it.” 

“I knew he liked me. It was so obvious. And I, you know, worked with 
that I guess.” 

“You led him on, yeah, I know.” 

“Shut up. I just really wanted the band to work. He was the only other 
person I knew who was serious about music. I would have done anything 
to make it work.” She paused. “I’m actually pretty ashamed of it.” 
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“Why?” 

“Because I didn’t care what he felt. At all. Then when he, like, declared 
his love for me... I freaked out.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I acted like I had no idea what he was talking about. All I wanted was 
for him to leave. And we were never friends again. I just can’t believe I did 
that. He was like, ‘how could you not know?’ I told him he got the wrong 
idea.” 

“He was gonna have to find out sometime.” 

“But I did know that he liked me. I couldn’t believe how little I cared. He 
was crying.” 

“Why feel bad about it now?” 

“Because I didn’t hate him. I know you did, but I really didn’t hate him. 
It made me worried.” 

“Worried?” 

“We were close, you know? And all of a sudden I never wanted to see 
him again. It was just so fast.” 

Claudia shrugged. 

“I’m gonna get more Cheetos,” said Alexis. 

Claudia couldn’t be blamed for not understanding Alexis’s worries. 
She had lost plenty of friends. Sometimes all at once; the connection 
snapping like a weak rubber band out of existence. Sometimes slowly, 
with a grudge. She couldn’t summon empathy for Ben, who was just a 
stain in her memory. 

Alexis’s fears stemmed from Ben because he was the first example of 
how things could go wrong. She couldn’t admit the entirety of her distress, 
because she felt that Claudia had a kind of stake in it. Privately, Alexis 
worried about how truthful she was, whether or not she could accurately 
tell the difference between the things she thought she loved and the things 
she thought she wanted. She knew, at least, that love and wanting were 
different things. In order to explain herself, she would have had to admit 
that there was a point when she believed she did love Ben—however brief. 
As she saw it, she had confused her ambition for the band with love for 
Ben. She couldn’t admit it to Claudia. It wasn’t hard to see how Claudia 
could become implicated in a worry like that. And Alexis knew Claudia 
wasn’t keen on forgiveness. It was part of what Alexis loved about her— 


— mariah eppes — 


the feeling that she could make Claudia angry, that there were stakes, that 
she could mess up. 

Claudia could sense when she wasn’t being told the whole truth. But 
there was still something more appealing about Alexis having secrets than 
in knowing what they were. 


Two weeks later, on May 6th, 2011, Joe landed them a meeting with 
Emblem Records in LA. The meeting was scheduled for the same day as 
Paradise High School’s graduation—June 12th. Alexis, of course, thought 
it was fate. All other fears sunk down into the invisible depths. 


A headline, Las Vegas Review Journal: 
LOCAL VIRAL MUSIC DUO SIGN RECORD DEAL 


“So you're leaving?” Leticia said. “Just like that?” 

“Yup.” 

June 21st. 9:15 PM. Shuffling of bags across the floor. 

“Let’s not make this a night we'll all regret—” Mike began. 

“That's all you have to say to your mother?” said Leticia. 

“I don’t have anything to say to you.” 

Alexis waited outside in the car. Tomorrow morning, they were going 
to LA with Irene, to start working on the album (Daniel had elected not to 
go, said he couldn’t miss work). Claudia let the screen door slam behind 
her and stomped across the rocks in the front yard. She heard the door 
click open again. The motion sensor light that Mike had been fiddling 
with for years still didn’t work, so everything remained dark. 

“Claudia.” 

Mike took the stepping stones after her. He was nodding to the ground, 
which Claudia thought was weird. She waited for him to speak. When he 
looked up, she saw tears in his eyes. 

“Your mom just needs a little time. I know it’s all really exciting. But it’s 
not easy for parents, you gotta understand. You know we love you, kid.” 
He put his hand on her shoulder. “If you need anything, call me. I’ll be 
down there in a second. I’m serious.” 

Claudia felt her heart going faster, as if she was suddenly afraid. 
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“I know,” she said. “I will.” 

“Alright. Well.” Mike put his hands in his pockets. “Good luck out 
there.” 

Mike stood in front of the house as she climbed into the passenger 
seat. Claudia watched him through Alexis’s rear view mirror, watched 
her neighborhood—with its chain link fences and brown patches of 
dead grass—pass away. When they turned right onto Sahara, bright 
street lights making everything seem alive, Claudia felt a weight rise off 
her heart. 

Shoved into the front pocket of the JanSport bag she had thrown into 
the backseat was an old locket with no picture in it. 


a 
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NOT 

I used to be afraid of blood 
My own, and yours, and 
Everyone’s 

I guess my interest 

Turned a little bit 

Macabre 


I kept a chart right on my bedside 
It had a list of all the blood types 
I checked a box and 

Wrote down names 

Including yours 


Mom and dad would have 
Preferred I 

Go outside and have some fun 
But it’s not 

It’s not fun, it’s just not 


I couldn’t talk of my intentions 
I didn’t have good explanations 
For my questions, 

No good reasons 

For my notes 


She’s a B and he’s an O 
You’re a A but even so 
To get them all 

Is harder than you know 


Mom and dad started to notice 
They saw my list and said 
“What is this?” 

“It’s only a thought” 

But it’s not 

It’s just not 


hid the chart to my math binder 
Have no excuse for this behavior 

Besides that I’ve just gotta find 
her 

The AB plus 


I found something out today 
You’ve been giving me away 
And spreading 

Visions of my mission 
Around the block 


Now no one’s being honest 
And I'll never finish my list 


What can I do? 
What will I do? 
About you? 


Maybe I'll corner you at home 
Force you to tell me 

What you know 

That might be justice 

That might be a way to go 


Or maybe I'll 

Admit that I’m the liar 

That I’m afraid of my desires 
Wouldn’t that be fun? 

But it’s not 

It’s just not 


(Songwriters: Claudia T. di Paola / 
Alexis Wolf Weber) 
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If it sounds too good to be true, it is—yet there they were. 


There were practical, boring things to do that heightened the anticipation. 
First, the four-and-a-half hour drive to Los Angeles. Then booking two 
hotel rooms, one for Alexis and Claudia to share, and a separate room for 
Irene, who claimed she didn’t want to impose on them. Trying to eat and 
shower and be normal while waiting two days for their first recording 
session. Forty-eight hours, during which Claudia and Alexis fought the 
waiting by talking aesthetics (“There should be a lot of fire,” Claudia said. 
She wanted to take destruction literally.) 

The studio Joe found for them was small and unimpressive, but Joe was 
friends with the guy who owned it. They got a discount if they could 
come in on the weekend. Even the unimpressive studio was humbling for 
Alexis and Claudia, and Irene could hardly contain her excitement, which 
grated on Alexis before they even began (it would only get worse). 

A tentative tracklist, written out in one of Alexis’s notebooks, was 
discussed on the couch in the control room: Alexis, Claudia, Joe, a 
producer brought on by Emblem, and the sound engineer, Henry. Irene 
sat in a chair across the room, crossing her legs, bobbing her foot, and 
pretending not to listen. 

“Fire would be cool,” Joe agreed. Joe was comfortable in the studio— 
steady, calm, and accepting of all their ideas. They needed his help to 
wade into this unfamiliar way of life. 


A typical schedule: 
5 AM: wake up 
6 AM - 7 AM: get dressed, talk through the day’s to-do list 
7 AM - 8 AM: quick breakfast at the studio, while running through the 
to-do list with Joe and Henry 
8 AM - 4 PM: record, write, rerecord 
4 PM - 4:30 PM: lunch? dinner? 
4:30 PM - 10 PM: record, write, rerecord 
10:30 PM: back to the hotel 
10:30 PM - ???: eat, talk, practice, talk 
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The producer Emblem hired, Frank White, didn’t give much of a shit 
about them. He wasn’t there every day, and sometimes didn’t show up 
until four or five in the afternoon. (To give him the benefit of the doubt, he 
also had work to do with a solo artist named Vanessa Bird, who was, on 
paper, more promising. One of his personal grievances with Secure 
Destruction was their name: “Why can’t it be more feminine?”) Despite the 
obvious snub, Joe was fine with the arrangement. 

“You can explore better without him,” he said. Joe’s motives were 
partly self-interested, too—no stringent producer allowed Joe more clout. 
But Joe’s version of clout was to stay mostly quiet and talk a lot with 
Henry. Perhaps because of this, he was asked for his feedback often. 

Irene was not asked for feedback, but still got her word in. She swayed 
to the beat, tapped her fingers on her knees, and waved her hand in the 
air when she had a comment. 


When Irene said: 
“Don’t hold back, baby.” 
Claudia said, under her breath, “She wasn’t.” 
Alexis said, “Can we do it again?” 
And Joe said, “Only if you want to.” 


“Does the chorus seem a little redundant?” 
Claudia said (again, under her breath), “That’s the point.” 
Alexis said, “I don’t know.” 


And Joe said, “There’s plenty of good examples of repetition done well.” 


“Anyone hungry?” 
Claudia ignored her. 
Alexis mumbled, “Not really.” 
And Joe said, “Maybe in a half hour or so. How’s that sound?” 


Irene nodded, put her hand up in an over-apologetic way. “Oh sure, half 
an hour, that’s great.” Irene agreed with everything Joe said, and he 
seemed to be the only one she would listen to. 

June ended this way, twelve-hour days and not much sleep. 
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Mike: Good morning :-) How goes it? 

Claudia: mostly good 

Mike: what's your favorite part? 

Claudia: me and alexis and joe get along really well. 
Mike: Good 2 hear. Keep us posted 

Mike: Mom says hi :-) 


On an early day in July, while recording the second verse in “NOT,” 
Alexis stopped. 

“Why are you laughing?” she said into the mic. 

Claudia didn’t know what Alexis was talking about. But she looked 
through the glass and saw Irene in the control room, looking like she’d 
been accused of something. 

“What do you mean, hun?” Irene said. 

“I can see you laughing.” 

“Tam not laughing.” 

Alexis was silent. Joe stopped the instrumental track. 

Irene smiled and shook her head. Coming clean. “It’s a little bit of a silly 
song, isn’t it?” she said. “It’s not a bad thing. It’s just a little silly, right?” 

“Tneed some water,” Alexis said. 

“Go ahead,” said Joe. 

Claudia watched Alexis pull her headphones off and slip out of 
the studio. 

“Oh, hun, I’m sorry,” said Irene. “You don’t have to stop.” 

Irene followed Alexis out into the hallway. 

“Jesus Christ,” said Claudia. “She is driving me crazy.” 

Joe sighed. “We can’t tell her to leave. Alexis is a minor.” 

“We're fucking things up that we should not be fucking up.” 

“Just a couple more weeks,” Joe said. By now he knew their birthdays, 
their favorite sodas, their sandwich orders by preference. Irene’s plan was 
to go back to Vegas just after Alexis’s birthday, then come back out in 
September. “Can you talk to Alexis? Should we all talk?” 

“T’ll talk to her,” said Claudia. 


“I’m sorry,” Alexis said that night at the hotel. It was past midnight, but 
neither one of them could sleep. 
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“It’s fine, but we need to talk about it,” Claudia said. “I can’t do another 
day like this. It’s so awkward.” 

“T just hate looking at her there. Whenever she says anything, it’s like I 
can’t remember what I’m supposed to do.” 

Alexis seemed to wither. Claudia had never seen her like that before. 

“It’s okay,” Claudia said. “We'll figure it out.” 

The plan: Claudia and Alexis stayed up late some nights, working 
things out on their own, to show Joe in the morning. Joe agreed, even 
though it was a little shitty for the schedule, to save Alexis’s solos and 
anything giving them particular trouble for the sessions after Irene went 
back to Vegas. Then, they'd try to finish recording in August, so that there 
wouldn’t be any sessions left when Irene returned in September. 


July 30th was Alexis’s eighteenth birthday. They took a break. July had 
been a more difficult month than June, and everyone was exhausted. 

Joe brought a vanilla grocery store cake to the hotel, Daniel flew in from 
Vegas, and they all gathered in the room that Claudia and Alexis shared 
for a small birthday party. 

Alexis thought her father seemed oddly removed. He wasn’t interested 
in the details of the work they’d done for the last two months. She 
watched him and Joe talking. Joe was animated—he knew Daniel was a 
music guy and probably figured he was in familiar company. But Daniel 
only nodded and offered short, vaguely complimentary responses, and 
asked for no further explanations. He didn’t even ask if any of the songs 
were done, so he could listen. 

Alexis couldn’t eat much of her cake. She was embarrassed (because she 
was hurt, and the hurt felt shameful). 

“This has been so wonderful,” Irene said wistfully, to no one in 
particular, poking with a plastic fork at her slice of cake. But she wasn’t 
eating either. 
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Everything before July 30th, and everything after July 30th. You can hear the 
difference on the album. 


NOT (2011) 

1. NOT 

2. Explain Yourself 

3. Remind Me to Come Clean 
4. Left and Right 

5. Atlas 

6. This Time I Did 

7. Gross 

8. So Well 

9. I See Skies 


Released: October 4, 2011 

Recorded: June 24, 2011 - August 31, 2011 

Studio: All or Nothing Studios, Los Angeles, CA 
Label: Emblem 

Producer: Frank White / Joseph Masters / Henry Chen 


The cover: 


Alexis and Claudia on a beat-up corduroy couch. Alexis has her chin in her 
right hand, right elbow on the armrest. Claudia is completely upside-down, legs 
hooked over the top of the couch cushions, long hair falling over the side and 
pooling on the floor. Alexis looks out at the observer, Claudia’s gaze is off to the 
side. Bored expressions. The colors are dark except for a blue glow, the way a 
television illuminates a room. At the bottom, centered: 


secure destruction 
NOT 
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“NOT” Very Impressive: Debut Album by Secure Destruction 
John McNeil 


NOT, the debut album of new pop duo Secure Destruction, is yet 
another example of the digital age’s slipshod method of producing 
artists. 


Consisting of 18-year-olds Claudia di Paola and Alexis Wolf, Secure 
Destruction uploaded over 250 videos to their YouTube channel in a 
single year. Though this led to moderate viral popularity and a record 
deal, their debut goes to show that making things quickly for the 
internet doesn’t necessarily give one the skills to make a well- 
produced, professional record. 


NOT feels every lost day of its barely three-month gestation period. 
There’s not a single song that this reviewer would like to draw attention 
to. Even “Gross,” which some have gone as far as to hail as the most 
underrated pop song of 2011, simply uses the (meager) shock value of 
its lyrics to surprise its listeners into submission. 


That hasn't stopped the marketing muscle behind Secure Destruction 
from putting together a national tour as fast as they can. 


The tragedy is that the talent themselves might have had a chance, if 
not made victims of a trigger-happy industry, desperate to cash in on 
the next big hit. They fill a hole in the market for an “edgy enough” 
teen pop group—and Emblem Records knows how to take advantage 
of it. Overall, NOT is a forgettable debut by two fledgling musicians 
who could have benefitted from a little more time. 


“Wow, fuck John McNeil,” said Claudia. 

Joe snorted into this coffee cup. They were in the hotel room, the last 
morning that Claudia and Alexis would live there. Tomorrow, they were 
going back to the Webers’ in Las Vegas to save a little money before full- 
time preparation and rehearsal for the tour began. 

“What?” said Claudia. 

“He’s one of the big reviewers, so it’s funny. Fuck John McNeil indeed.” 

“A big reviewer said it sucks?” Alexis said. She was eating on the floor 
while Joe and Claudia sat across from each other at the table. She held out 
her hand to Claudia, who was reading the reviews from Joe’s phone. 

“He thinks a lot of things suck,” said Joe. “Don’t worry about it.” 
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Claudia gave Alexis the phone before Joe could take it back. Even 
though she liked Joe, and at that point considered him a friend, she was 
sometimes aggravated at his tendency to shield negativity from them. 
Especially, it seemed, from Alexis. 

“He's literally just mad about YouTube. I don’t give a shit what he 
thinks,” Claudia said. 

Alexis said nothing, put her plastic fork and knife down on top of her 
pancakes and scrolled through the review. Joe watched her, like he might 
leap and take it from her hand. Claudia rolled her eyes. Alexis made no 
comment when she was done reading, just passed the phone back to Joe 
and returned to her breakfast. 

“Couldn’t care less,” Claudia muttered. 


IS SECURE DESTRUCTION “GROSS”? MAYBE YOU'RE 
JUST NOT LISTENING 
11/7/2011 
by Jacqueline Lesser 


The sleeper hit from NOT is clearly “Gross,” a punchy, simple tune 
overlaid with grungy synths, imagining all kinds of unusual self-harm 
(still not sure if you can really rip your teeth out by “flossing too close,” 
and honestly, I’d rather not know). 


In response to the criticism of “Gross,” Wolf said: "The song is about 
the feeling when someone doesn't listen to you. When they don’t take 
you seriously." 


Di Paola followed up: "Like, even with all these f***ed-up actions, the 
person still isn’t listening. They're just saying it's gross. Obviously, it’s 
more than gross. But it’s funny, ‘cause the people who complain about 
it are literally doing the same thing. They’re just focusing on the gross 
parts and not listening." 


Wolf laughs loudly, attracting the attention of people sitting around us. 
“That's so true, isn’t it?” 
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GROSS 
You get me better 
Than I get myself 
You said 


Just be happy 
Don’t be angry 

I shouldn’t dwell 
You said 


So I take your useful 

Words to heart 

The problem is that I can’t start 
Because the world just 

Won't stop crumbling 

And I’m always imagining 


Flossing too close 

Ripping out my teeth by accident 
Hole punching my nose 

And a second in my ear lobe 


Pin through the elbow skin 
Burning off my fingerprints 
Scissors cut the curves between 
My toes 


And no matter what it is 
You say its 
Gross 


I bring it all 
Upon myself 
You said 


Don’t be silly 
Don’t be crazy 
You know me well 
I said 


So I go home alone 

Forget to eat 

Get in bed and fall asleep 

But I can never seem 

To rest enough 

And never can stop dreaming of 


Flossing too close 

Ripping out my teeth by accident 
Hole punching my nose 

And a second in my ear lobe 


Pin through the elbow skin 
Burning off my fingerprints 
Scissors cut the curves between 
My toes 


And no matter what it is 
You say its 
Gross 


No matter what it is 
You say its 
Gross 


Can’t you think of 

Any other words? 

You said you were poet 
Or something 

Really? Come on 

It’s starting not to mean 
Anything anymore 
Gross, gross, gross 


(Songwriters: Claudia T. di Paola / 
Alexis Wolf Weber) 
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THE STORY OF “NOT A REAL TOUR”: IN FOUR 
MISUNDERSTANDINGS 


It began on a Friday, on a warm day in February. Warm because the first 
night was in Las Vegas, at a 3,300-seat venue called The Emery. Claudia 
and Alexis had spent most of November, December, and January living 
in yet another hotel in LA, in meetings and rehearsals as they developed 
the show. Alexis kept her mother away with the promise of the show 
being a “surprise.” 


The first misunderstanding: 


Alexis had yet to tell Irene that she would not be accompanying them on 
the rest of the tour. 

Until a couple of days ago, the plan had been for Irene to meet them 
the following week in Texas, and accompany them on the bus for the rest 
of the tour. But a series of discussions between Claudia, Alexis, and Joe 
had ended with the conclusion that having Irene’s constant presence 
would probably be a bad idea. (The gentle insinuation: it would be bad 
for Alexis.) 

On the morning of the Vegas show, Irene and Daniel hosted a breakfast 
gathering at their house. Some of Irene’s friends were there, and members 
of Alexis’s extended family who had flown in for the concert. 

Mike and Leticia were also invited. Claudia hadn’t seen them in person 
since the two-week break in early November. In that time, Claudia and 
Alexis had achieved moderate press coverage. Mike always texted her a 
picture when he saw her in an interview. And once, a short, grainy cell 
phone video: Mike’s steering wheel, then the camera turning abruptly out 
the window, recording a glimpse of a billboard advertising the show. 

When Leticia and Mike arrived, Irene hugged them both. Claudia 
watched her mother stiffen, then relax, and hug back. When Leticia 
turned and saw Claudia, she threw her hand over her mouth and burst 
into tears. 

“Jesus, Mom.” 

“I’m sorry,” said Leticia. She came closer and touched Claudia’s face. 
“I’ve just seen so many pictures of you. Mike finds them on the internet.” 
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Still, the public recognition hadn’t quite caught up with Claudia or 
Alexis. They were simply too busy. 


Three headlines, that they didn’t see: 
WHY WE LOVE SECURE DESTRUCTION 


PARENTS COMPLAIN ABOUT “HOT” MUSIC VIDEO FROM POP 
DUO SECURE DESTRUCTION 


IS THIS TWO-GIRL BAND THE NEW BOY BAND? 


As the breakfast wore on, Claudia, Alexis, and Joe floated toward each 
other and stood apart from the rest of the group. 

“Did you tell your mom she’s not coming?” said Claudia. 

“No,” said Alexis. She had almost done it at least three times. 

“You should,” Joe said gently. “Soon.” 

“Seriously,” said Claudia, less gently. 

“T know,” said Alexis. 

It was not like her to procrastinate. Perhaps it was because she just 
didn’t want to break the illusion, the feeling of the last few months. 
Alexis felt a sort of bubble or field around Joe, Claudia, and herself that 
she did not want to puncture. Working together so closely in such intense 
conditions (recording, then publicity efforts, then music videos, then 
rehearsal) had woven them together, creating a complete social world. It 
was true: no one really understood Secure Destruction except the three 
of them. 

Claudia felt it too. “This is so weird,” she said. 

“How come?” said Joe. 

“Everyone just standing around? Talking about us? It’s weird.” 

“They’re here to support us,” said Alexis. 

“My mom doesn’t know what to do with all these people. Look at her.” 

“It’s okay to be nervous,” said Joe. 

“Tm not nervous,” said Claudia. 

But she was. The feeling of being isolated—even with Joe and Alexis— 
made her even more nervous, like she couldn't talk to anyone, like she 
wouldn’t even know what to say. What topics were there to discuss? She’d 
spent the last six months buried under nine songs. She felt more capable 
when they were actually working, when she saw her and Alexis’s shared 
visions made real. She loved the planning and practice of the show, even 
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when it went on until early hours of the morning. Making the music 
videos for “NOT” and “Gross” were a particular favorite process of 
Claudia’s so far. (She got to feign pulling her own teeth out in “Gross.” 
“NOT” culminated in an entire suburban neighborhood on fire. She 
actually shuddered when she saw the final cut, she and Alexis walking 
down the middle of the street with an inferno behind them.) 

But the other side of her life was a litany of cameras, the same three 
interview questions, and the bubbling up of a “fan base.” These moments 
made her feel strange. Unknown, despite the fact that she was 
increasingly known. Being in Las Vegas was strange. Driving to Alexis’s 
parents’ house from the airport was uncanny, as if the last few months had 
been a dream, and she was now returning to her real life. Just a brief 
interlude, and she would be back in her bedroom, to those same old habits 
she barely remembered. 

“We'll have to go soon,” Joe said. 

“Guess I better do this,” said Alexis. 

“Remember, you’re an adult,” said Claudia. 

“Good luck,” said Joe. 

And what was Alexis feeling? Buoyed by the tangible fruits of their 
efforts (music videos she could watch over and over, logable hours spent 
in rehearsal), she had a tentative, not-quite-released sense of euphoria. 
She couldn’t let the oncoming bliss reach her completely until she found 
a way to get free from Irene. Free from both of her parents, really, though 
she didn’t feel Daniel’s impact as acutely as Irene’s—despite his being 
perhaps more painful. Even that day, hours before Alexis’s first show on 
her first national tour, Daniel could not be moved to much emotion. In 
fact, he seemed to wilt further. During the breakfast, Alexis had observed 
him again, standing alongside her mother while Irene made giant 
gestures and laughed in Joe’s face. Daniel smiled thinly and sipped his 
drink. Alexis was forced to wonder: Is he not happy for me? 

Irene was with a group of her friends now, doing her usual performance 
of a conversation. As Alexis moved across the invisible line that marked 
the group’s territory, Irene’s friends made a big deal of her arrival; 
touched her shoulders and her hair and congratulated her, told her how 
beautiful she was, told her how they remembered when she was a child, 
singing songs for them at dinner parties. 

“Mom, can I talk to you for a second?” 
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“Of course!” Irene said, waving a hand as a polite exit, to which her 
friends all waved their own hands to show their deference. Alexis and 
Irene moved to a corner of the room, where there were no others in 
earshot. 

“We have to leave soon,” Alexis said. 

“No problem, hun. We’re all looking forward to tonight,” said Irene. 
Alexis noticed that her mother was dressed up, in full make-up, hair 
arrangement, and clothing. There hadn’t been such an occasion for a 
long time. 

“Me too. But I need to tell you something before we go,” Alexis said. 

Irene fixed her eye-shadowed gaze on Alexis. “What’s wrong?” she 
said. 

“Nothing’s wrong. Just, the team was talking. And we think it would be 
better for, like, concentration, and for everyone to be relaxed, if you didn’t 
come with us on the bus next week.” 

Irene said nothing, so Alexis kept going. “You can come to the shows, 
obviously. Anytime you want. The team just thinks it’s better if you don’t 
travel with us.” 

“Relaxed?” said Irene. 

“Yeah,” Alexis said. 

Not a second wasted. “Of course, hun, of course,” Irene said. “I 
understand.” But her acquiescence was almost harder to bear than a 
disagreement, because it was so false. For perhaps the first time, Irene 
wanted to tell Alexis no. 

“Okay,” Alexis said. “See you tonight.” 

She fled across the room, intending to find the safety of Claudia and Joe 
again. Then she saw Daniel, alone against the wall, checking his phone. 
She approached him. 

“We're heading out now,” she said. 

“Alright. Good luck.” 

“Thanks,” Alexis said. She waited. Did he have anything else to say? 

He seemed to intuit that she was waiting. “Don’t be too nervous,” he 
said. “It’s natural to be nervous, but there isn’t too much riding on this, I 
don’t think.” 

“I’m not nervous,” said Alexis. “And the theater is sold out.” 

She thought she saw a little shock wave pass over his face. 
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“It is?” Daniel said. Then he smirked. “Wow, I guess you guys are 
popular.” 
“Yeah, I guess we are,” she said. 


Simultaneously, Claudia was saying goodbye to Mike and Leticia. Leticia 
hugged her. 

“You look beautiful,” she said into Claudia’s ear. 

“Thanks, Mom,” Claudia whispered. 

They were escorted out the door by a chorus of well wishes. Claudia 
and Alexis both breathed a sigh of relief when they were safely in Joe’s 
rental car. The three of them said nothing for a moment. The voices of the 
party still echoed in their ears. Joe switched on the radio. 

“NOT” was playing. 

Alexis started laughing. 

“This is fucking insane,” said Claudia. 

“You guys worked hard,” Joe said. “Try to enjoy it, okay? This is your 
hometown. Everyone loves you.” 


Everyone loves you. Meant as words of encouragement. But Claudia felt 
them pressing in on her. During soundcheck at the Emery. After everyone 
left the green room. When their support act (a band called A Frightful 
State) was on. She was sitting on the floor with her knees to her chin, 
shaking. 

“Talk to me,” said Alexis. 

She knelt in front of Claudia, gently stroking her hair. 

“I don’t know, dude,” said Claudia. “There’s like three thousand 
fucking people out there.” 

“It’s the same thing as rehearsal. Just pretend you're at rehearsal.” 

“It’s really not the same.” 

“Everybody wants to see us. They’re here because they like us.” 

“Jesus Christ,” said Claudia. 

And suddenly, Alexis stood up like a shot, and Claudia flinched. She 
uncovered her face and looked up at Alexis, who was towering over her, 
blocking the overhead light in the room, so that the beams broke out 
around her head and shadowed her face. 

“This is it. You don’t get to be fucking scared anymore.” 

Then she left, the light flooding back into Claudia’s eyes. 
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Claudia heard the way her own breathing sounded, a little shaky. She 
squinted against the glare of the light. She was dressed for the show, but 
felt the layer of sweat on her skin, under her clothes. 

She stood up. Legs a little shaky, like her breath. Went to the bathroom 
and splashed her face with cold water. 


A headline, Las Vegas Review Journal: 
HOMETOWN HEROES SECURE DESTRUCTION IMPRESS ON 
OPENING DATE OF U.S. TOUR 


Later, Claudia wouldn’t remember many details about that first show in 
Vegas. But she would remember how it made her feel, when it felt like she 
was more likely to drop dead than actually make it onto the stage, when 
she saw the two microphone stands—the one on the right waiting for 
her—from backstage. The pedals for her guitar set up next to the mic. 
Clenching the neck of the Telecaster in her left hand and pulling at the 
shoulder strap with her right (yes, the very same guitar from years ago, 
technically owned by Daniel Weber). The weight of the other mic in her 
ear. It was dark and she was extremely cold. How something inside her 
turned over when she walked into the light, and the black void in front of 
her screamed. It hit her like something physical. As choreographed, 
Alexis walked on from the other side, mirroring her. Claudia flashed back 
to when they’d made this decision: both of them vowed to have no 
extravagant entrance or any other bullshit. Now that seemed pointless. 
With the screaming, even this mundane entrance felt extravagant. But Joe 
said it was a good idea, said that he’d always thought they looked 
interesting next to each other. 

Alexis caught her eye. She gave a small smile. Claudia realized that she 
was angry at her. Why? It wasn’t because of Alexis’s treatment of her in 
the green room. Claudia always liked it when Alexis let her actions 
convey what she actually felt, without the usual guardedness and 
diplomacy. No—it was because even though Alexis let stupid reviews get 
to her, when it mattered, she was courageous. Because she looked like 
someone who ought to be standing in front of three thousand people. 
Why couldn’t Claudia be like that? 

But since the moment Claudia had stepped onto the stage, she couldn’t 
feel that fear anymore. She didn’t really feel anything. Everyone loves you. 
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Something slipped into place, Claudia’s anger slipped out of place, the 
muscle memory of practice took over, and it started. When she finally let 
go she was swimming. The sound of screaming, the sound of everyone 
knowing the words she’d written, was easy to fall into and be carried 
away on. 

Alexis didn’t like her own emotions as much as Claudia did. Her 
outburst in the green room stayed with her the whole show. How could 
she talk to her best friend like that, on such an important night? Just 
because she was angry at Daniel? Because she was worried Claudia’s 
panic was going to prevent them from showing him how good they were? 
Was she really in pursuit of his meaningless validation? Claudia may have 
thought she was courageous, but Alexis considered herself pathetic. 

The radio station 94.1 had given away meet and greet tickets, so 
Claudia and Alexis had to talk and take pictures with the winners after 
the show. Alexis was electric with leftover energy, but unable to find an 
opportunity to apologize to Claudia before the meet and greet began. 
They sat on a sofa backstage, the room a little dim, waiting with two 
theater employees for security to bring in the fans. 

One of the winners was a young girl, named Marissa or Melissa— 
Claudia couldn’t really hear her—who was sobbing into the sleeves of her 
homemade Secure Destruction sweatshirt (plain black, painted by hand). 
She couldn’t have been more than twelve. 

“It’s okay,” Claudia said. She didn’t know what to do. The mother 
looked on sheepishly. Claudia didn’t want to touch her. Alexis took over, 
gathered the girl into a hug. 

“You're so amazing,” Marissa or Melissa was finally able to say. “I love 
you so much.” 

“We love you too,” Alexis said. 

“You don’t have to cry,” said Claudia. 

“I don’t have that many friends,” said Marissa or Melissa. “But I play 
your music and it makes things better.” 


It was past midnight when they were alone again. Alexis smiled, Claudia 
smiled back; but still no opportunity for apologies. There was a small 
group lingering around the outside of the theater, hoping for a glimpse or 
some last-minute autographs, so security took them out another way. Joe 
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and their parents were outside, ina private parking lot, where the bus was 
also waiting. 

Alexis’s electricity was fizzling out. Her shoulders suddenly ached. But 
they still had to endure the appraisal of an energetic Irene and a rather 
pensive Leticia. 

“You girls! Rocking it!” Irene said breathlessly. 

“Your father had a very good voice,” Leticia said, as if this were the 
obvious explanation for it all. “You get it from him.” 

“T remember,” Claudia said. 

“Remember what?” 

“That he sang a lot.” 

Leticia’s face contorted, then settled into a frown. She shook her head. 

“You would have been too little to remember.” 

The bus loomed behind them, false shadows cast from the security 
floodlights. The buzz in Alexis’s ears was fading, like her energy. The 
goodbye seemed to just keep going. Irene insisted on walking the length 
of the bus, getting in the way of the crew as they packed up, and making 
sounds of being impressed. Since Irene was doing it, Mike and Leticia also 
did a walk-through, nodding quietly. Daniel waited outside. 

Alexis finally collapsed on one of the couches in the front lounge of the 
bus, and was sideways and unconscious before Irene came back around. 
Claudia was climbing into the bus, after her own goodbyes to Mike and 
Leticia. 

“Oh,” Irene said when she saw Alexis was asleep. She stood there for a 
moment. Claudia folded her arms and waited. “Can you tell her I'll call 
her tomorrow?” she said to Joe. 

“Of course,” he said. 

“Thanks,” said Irene. She gave Joe a hug. 

She passed Claudia on the way to the door, then unexpectedly gave 
Claudia a hug too. 

“Wish I could be here with you,” she said. Claudia only nodded into 
Irene’s shoulder. There was nothing to say—Claudia didn’t agree. 


The door clicked shut for the last time, the crew finished packing and 
made for the bunks. Claudia sat next to Joe on the other couch in the front 
lounge, across from Alexis. She watched Vegas go by through the giant 
windows. 
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“Next stop Phoenix,” Joe said. He was tapping on his phone, answering 
email. 

“This little girl was crying at the meet and greet. Like, full-on bawling.” 

“Really?” said Joe. 

“Yeah. Fucking nuts.” 

Alexis snuffled in her sleep. 

“I can’t believe she’s already out,” Claudia said. “I’m gonna be up all 
night.” 

“You okay?” 

“Yeah. Just can’t sleep yet. Still working?” 

“A Frightful State wants to support on some other dates. I’m talking to 
them about it.” 

“I didn’t even get to hear them.” 

“They were good.” 

“Were we good?” said Claudia. 

Joe lowered his phone. He had a big smile on his face. “You were 
amazing. Want to talk about it in the morning, with Alexis?” 

“Alright,” said Claudia. 

She sat up for a while, leaning back into the couch next to Joe. Listening 
to the ringing in her ears, Joe’s typing, Alexis’s occasional snores. Watched 
Vegas melt and disappear into the dark desert night; thought about the 
girl she met who said Secure Destruction made her life better. 


She woke up on the couch much later, when the sky outside the bus 
windows was shifting into a cloudless, pale morning. Joe was gone, and 
Alexis was next to her, sitting cross-legged. 

“Hey,” she said quietly. Claudia realized Alexis had been the one to 
nudge her awake. 

“Hey,” said Claudia. 

Alexis wriggled closer, laid the side of her head on Claudia’s shoulder. 

“I’m really sorry,” she whispered. “I was totally out of line. You were 
just nervous and I was an asshole.” 

Claudia had nearly forgotten—the halo of light around Alexis’s 
darkened face in the green room. 

“It’s alright,” Claudia said. “You weren’t wrong.” 

“But it wasn’t... I shouldn’t have done it like that.” 

“Tt’s okay. I’m good now.” 
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“T couldn’t even stay awake to talk about it,” Alexis said. 

“I’m good now. I promise,” said Claudia. 

Alexis nodded. They watched the highway going by. 

“Is everyone else in the bunks?” Alexis said. 

“T guess so,” said Claudia. 

“Where are we?” 

“No clue,” said Claudia. 

“T feel like I should say that I can’t believe we're here,” Alexis said. “But I can.” 

“Wherever we are.” 

Alexis giggled. 

“Joe said we were great,” Claudia said. “Let’s just keep being great, and 
not worry about it, okay?” 

“Okay,” said Alexis. 


The 2012 “NOT a Real Tour” road crew consisted of the following people: 


Joe Masters, 38, manager and tour manager (and everything else) 
Sergio Cortez, 33, drums, lighting (and other rig) tech 

Peter Kingsley, 34, guitar (and keys backup) 

Weston Price, 27, stagehand 

Carl Ibarra, 27, stagehand 

Lindsay Walter, 28, sound engineer (and violin backup) 

Roger Johnston, 37, driver (and, also, everything else) 


They were, of course, understaffed. The strategy was to create a show that 
could be dressed up for a bigger venue and pared down for a smaller one 
(Joe booked them anywhere, and it was known but not acknowledged 
that he had spent money out of pocket to make the tour happen). The 
skeleton crew only worked because of the fortuitous mix of 
personalities—easy-going when it mattered, strict when it mattered, 
eager to do good work and serve their purpose. Only Roger Johnston had 
ever been on a national tour before, so the energy was high. 

The bus slept twelve people, and Lindsay Walter was adamant about 
keeping empty bunks as a buffer zone between Alexis, Claudia, herself, 
and the men. 


— secure destruction — 


“We need to get a little space,” said Lindsay. She had the slight 
remnants of a Southern accent, and Weston teased her about the old- 
school Southern sensibility that made “girl space” a high priority. 

“Good luck with that, Lin!” he taunted. Weston was tan and kept his 
long wavy hair in a low bun. He looked like he belonged on a beach, not 
a tour bus. Carl threw a rolled pair of socks onto her bunk. 

“You're both goons,” said Lindsay. 

“They’re clean!” Carl said. Carl did not bother to tie his long hair back. 

Alexis was in awe of the road crew. All of them were talented musicians 
in their own right. Serg was their drummer. Lindsay accompanied them 
on a stripped-down violin version of “So Well.” Pete was their guitar tech, 
but his back-up on the piano and synthesizer every night was 
irreplaceable. Even Weston and Carl, who weren’t there to provide any 
musical assistance, would spend their free time riffing off each other— 
Weston had a ukulele and Carl had a tambourine and a mandolin. They’d 
sit in the front lounge and improvise, and Alexis hung out to watch and 
sing along. She realized she’d never experienced what it was like to be in 
a real band, to be surrounded by professional musicians. 

In Denver, after load-in, Alexis watched their road crew jam together on 
the half-assembled stage. Even Joe—coerced into a break—participated. 
He gestured to the white Telecaster Claudia played in the show. Claudia 
herself was not around, she liked to stay on the bus until rehearsal. 

“Can I?” he asked Alexis. 

“Of course,” she said. 

Alexis sat in the empty front row of the theater and watched them. And 
realized, with a building terror, that she was—without a doubt—the 
worst musician on the tour. 


Later, Claudia found Alexis in her bunk, laptop on her chest and giant 
headphones over her ears. 

“What are you doing?” Claudia said. 

“Nothing.” 

“Wait, are you watching YouTube piano lessons?” 

Alexis glared at her, paused the video and pulled the headphones off. 

“I thought I could get better at piano.” 

“You only play for one song in the show.” 
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“So? I want to be good. Like Pete. You know he’s amazing? Everyone’s 
amazing. Serg is amazing. Lindsay’s amazing.” 

“I mean, they all have like ten years on us.” 

“Still. Even Joe is amazing.” 

“You didn’t know Joe could play?” 

“I knew he played, but I didn’t know how good he was.” 

“You should ask him about the band he had when he was younger. It’s 
a funny story.” 

“I will,” said Alexis, pulling her headphones back on. 

“You could just ask Pete to teach you some stuff,” said Claudia. 

“Maybe,” said Alexis. 

But of course, that was off the table. She was determined that no one 
would know the gaps in her skill except herself and Claudia. The feeling 
was like fear (the fear she had when watching the road crew perform) 
mixed with a kind of paranoia; a deadly feeling that she could be exposed 
at any time. How did she get here, after all? She remembered telling 
Claudia when they left Vegas: I should say I can’t believe we're here, but I can. 
But in the five shows since then, it had gotten harder to believe. She and 
Claudia had not really struggled, they didn’t climb their way to the top, 
they had not tried and failed their way to success. Or at least, she hadn't. 
Alexis still harbored no doubts about Claudia’s natural talent. Alexis 
chalked her place there up to persistence—and incredible, impossible 
luck. 


Outside the isolation, other voices pass their judgments and stake their claims. 
What characters are being built for them? 


Three headlines: 
HOW ALEXIS WOLF FORCED CLAUDIA DI PAOLA TO GRADUATE 
HIGH SCHOOL 


“SHE HAD SOMETHING SPECIAL,” LAS VEGAS BAND TEACHER 
REFLECTS ON FORMER STUDENT ALEXIS WOLF 


ARE TEENAGE BFFS SECURE DESTRUCTION THE NEXT BIG THING? 
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@priyaproblemz: OK FELLOW DESTROYERS HOW DO WE FEEL ABOUT 
CDP’S MCR SHIRT IN DENVER #ugh #mcr #notarealtour #CDP #secdes 


@alysonnichole90: tonight i met alexis wolf and she was so sweet and 
amazing just like u would expect. totally down to earth and nice to 
everyone. stayed super late and signed everyones stuff. and sooo 
gorgeous. best night ever #notarealtour #secdes #alexiswolf 


@tea_and_tia: Secure Destruction SUCKS. If they weren't both kinda hot, 
no one would talk about them. #securedestructionsucks 


“How many times has Claudia di Paola said the F-word in an interview?” 


“Don't forget, Alexis Wolf has been primed for this since she was a kid. She had 
dance lessons and singing lessons and everything. She’s not some rando.” 


Wolf's stage presence goes a long way in disguising the comparative 
lack of charisma in her co-star. Though di Paola’s vocals are a little 
unrefined (not helped by the contrast in Wolf, who is a trained vocalist), 
she is a clear powerhouse in raw talent. It may take some time for di 
Paola to emerge from behind her guitar, but more stage experience 
could be the quickest remedy. 


A Wednesday, 11:30 AM. Quiet on the bus, except for the bubbling of a 
coffee pot. 

“Claudia told me to ask you about your band,” said Alexis. 

It was an off day and they were in Seattle. Claudia had gone with 
Weston, Carl, and Lindsay to explore. Alexis wasn’t feeling well and hung 
back. The show was the next night, so she was determined to be better by 
then. She was lying on the couch with her laptop and a mug of tea with 
honey, not talking very loud. 

“Which one?” said Joe. “The Damned Dirtbags? The Opening Act? The 
Other Girl?” 

“The Damned Dirtbags? Ouch.” 

“T was sixteen, give me a break.” 

“Mine’s not much better. From like ten to fifteen I had a band called 
GreenSneaks.” 

“Five years is a pretty good lifespan for that age.” 


— 74 — 


— mariah eppes — 


“Well, I was the only real member.” 

“Did you at least have green sneakers?” 

“Duh.” 

“One sec.” 

Joe took a phone call for a few minutes. 

“That was the main guy from A Frightful State. Russell Devine,” Joe 
said when he returned. “They’re going to meet us in Portland on Friday.” 

“Cool,” said Alexis. “I liked them.” 

“You heard them? Claudia said she didn’t get to.” 

“She was having a meltdown in the green room.” 

“Really? She didn’t tell me that.” 

“She’s fine now. It was just nerves.” 

Alexis sneezed. 

“More tea?” Joe said. 

“No. Are there still Almond Joys?” 

“There’s tons. You’re the only one that likes them.” He tossed her an 
Almond Joy from the scattered pile next to the coffee machine. 

“Were you always a guitar player?” Alexis said. 

“You had to be a little of everything. But mostly guitar, yeah.” 

“Claudia said there was a funny story.” 

Joe shrugged. “I told her a couple funny things. But it doesn’t end that 
funny.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The usual stuff. It never seems like it could happen to your band until 
it does. I mean, you guys are living something really different than most 
bands do. Even a second ago, with Frightful. Everything keeps falling into 
place so fucking seamlessly. I’m waiting for it to fall apart. No offense.” 

Joe sneezed. 

“Maybe you should relax,” said Alexis. “If you get sick, we’re all 
screwed.” 

“Tm alright.” 

“For real. The only reason it’s not falling apart is because of you. So take 
a break. I’m watching The Office.” 

Alexis put her laptop as far back on the couch as she could and maxed 
out the volume. Joe stretched out on the couch across the lounge from her. 
They watched a few episodes of The Office, and didn’t talk anymore about 
bands gone by. 
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A Q&A with Secure Destruction: 


What's your favorite song on the album? 

AW: Probably “Explain Yourself.” It was one of the first original songs 
we ever produced. There was actually a really early version of it on the 
YouTube channel. | liked getting to see that song grow into what it is 
now. 


CDP: “Gross,” definitely. The music video was so fun. And | love doing 
“Gross” live, everyone always loses their minds. 


What's your favorite part about working with Claudia? 

AW: She's my best friend. She's so good, | mean, you've heard her. So, 
she inspires me. She's a natural with music. She would never say that, 
but it's true. She’s always honest. You need honesty when you're 
collaborating with someone. Sometimes it's like she can read my mind. 


What's your favorite part about working with Alexis? 

CDP: She gets the big picture in a way that | don't. I'll be stuck on 
one verse for a week but Alexis knows how to break it open. And relate 
it back to the whole song. And even, like, the whole album. And she’s 
f***ing great live, obviously. 


Is being on tour with your best friend as great as it sounds? 
AW: Uh, of course. 
CDP: It’s really fun. And our road crew is seriously the f***ing best. 


Claudia adored the roadies—especially Weston, Carl, and Lindsay. She 
loved to fuck around with them in new cities and play cards and Fallout 
in the off time. They didn’t treat her like a kid, even though she was nearly 
a decade younger. Being on tour was like being outside of time and reality 
and all its conventions. There were no ages, no months, no day or night. 
Life was built around an alternative calendar of rehearsal, shows, travel, 
and press. 
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In short, it was stressful. Claudia knew without reading what people said 
about her that she hadn’t been able to match Alexis’s grace when 
performing. 

“It'll get easier and easier,” Alexis kept telling her, like it wasn’t a big 
deal. Claudia didn’t know what to do with her hands, so she kept them 
clenched around her guitar even when she wasn’t playing, and only felt 
the stiffness in her knuckles when the show was over. 

The roadies offered another way of being on tour. There was work to be 
done, but overall, their moods were light. Each stupid gag, each day 
wandering in a place she’d never been, each night shooting the shit, 
helped to distance herself from her fear. The moments right before they 
went on stage were the worst. There was always panic building in her 
chest, a sense of unreality. 

It'll get easier and easier, Alexis’s words in her head. 

She said to Carl, who was easiest to talk to: “I’m always freaking the 
fuck out right before we go on.” 

“It doesn’t seem like it,” he said. 

“Trust me, Iam,” Claudia said. 

After that, Carl started to appear behind her backstage before the show, 
with two beers in hand. 

“No freaking the fuck out,” he said, with a smile. That was the first time 
his smile made her heart skip. 

Claudia took one of the beers, they toasted each other, and chugged. 

When Claudia watched Alexis with the roadies, she could tell that 
Alexis didn’t find them as comforting as she did. At night, she saw Alexis 
sipping the same beer for an hour before claiming she was tired and going 
to bed early. Claudia was unexpectedly aggravated by this. Why didn’t 
Alexis do fun things with everyone else? Why couldn’t she just stop for a 
day or two? Claudia caught Alexis on Pro Tools in her bunk sometimes, 
and felt guilty that she hadn’t even thought about writing a song in 
months. In her worst moods, Claudia took Alexis’s habits as a subtle 
attack—as if, in her early nights and solitary songwriting, she was 
accusing Claudia of not working hard enough. 


But really, it was the second misunderstanding: 
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When the crew drank together, Alexis felt out of place; young and 
awkward. She was always exhausted earlier than everyone else. Weston, 
Carl, Lindsay, and Claudia all seemed to embody the stereotypical night 
owl tendencies of musicians. Alexis’s lack of these traits conflicted with 
her sense of herself as an extrovert and a musician, and made her uneasy. 

After surreptitiously dumping her half-finished bottle into the sink, she 
would tell the others she was going to bed. 

“Not yet!” Lindsay would say. 

“One more game!” Weston would insist. 

Alexis just shrugged and smiled and dismissed herself. Even though no 
one wanted her to go, she was never fully comfortable until she was 
enclosed in the dim solitude of her bunk. She saw Claudia was watching 
her leave. She wasn’t really annoyed about Claudia’s late nights, or 
thinking about Claudia’s work ethic, but of course the sense of difference 
between herself and Claudia didn’t feel good. She could see why the 
roadies might pursue carelessness, but she didn’t understand why 
Claudia would. The roadies weren’t the ones being interviewed. The 
roadies weren’t who the fans had come to see. There was a responsibility. 
She didn’t understand why Claudia would even want to goof off, when 
there was so much else to think about and prepare for. In her bunk, she 
recorded melody ideas on Pro Tools so she wouldn’t forget them. She 
would come to find these quiet moments essential to her well-being while 
on tour. 

Joe was usually awake in the morning, the only fellow early riser. Alexis 
and Joe took to having coffee together before the others woke up. Another 
set of movements, solidifying into habit. 


“YOU HAVE TO LIVE IN THE MOMENT” - SECURE DESTRUCTION 
ON THE ROAD 
3/28/2012 
by Jacqueline Lesser 


In my third meeting with my new favorite singers, they look a little tired. 
A little worse for wear. 

AW: "| think everyone's feeling it. It’s so much fun, but tours are really 
exhausting, and this is our first big one.” 
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JL: “Do you ever get a chance to feel proud? Do take a step back and 
think, wow? 

AW: "| don't know about Claudia, but | try to focus on the next thing in 
front of me. If | think about what we’re trying to do, or of all the stuff 
we've done, | think... It’s just better to focus on what's right in front of 
you. What do you think?” 

CDP: “You have to live in the moment.” 

JL: “| think you both should feel really proud.” 

CDP: “We have so many people helping us. It’s hard to feel like we did 
anything important.” 

AW: “We're grateful for the people on our team. But we can see how 
far we've come as artists. We worked really hard, so we recognize that. 
Was there anything else you wanted to ask?” 

JL: “Any fun moments from the tour you care to share?” 

AW: "There's so many. The first show in Vegas was a highlight. Since it 
was home. And we had a blackout in Indianapolis, that was crazy.” 
CDP: “It’s hard to remember. The best shows are always the ones | can’t 
remember anything about.” 

JL: “Wow, nothing at all?” 

CDP: “It's just a blur if it’s good.” 

JL: “Is it similar for you, Alexis?” 

AW: “Sort of. Usually there are parts that stick out afterward. But it’s a 
flow, | think is what she means.” 

CDP: “No, | literally mean that it's gone. Wiped from my mind.” 

AW: “But it's like a figure of speech.” 

CDP: “Nope. I'm serious.” 

AW: "It's different for everyone, | think.” 

JL: “That's very interesting.” 

CDP: “We're really not that interesting.” 

JL: “I'm sure lots of people would disagree!” 


Claudia knew she fucked up when she kissed Carl goodnight. April 14th, 
just after two in the morning. She was up late with Lindsay, Carl, and 
Weston, doing the usual shit, after the Chicago show—Friday the 13th. 
“It’s Friday the 13th,” Carl had said that morning. He was plucking his 
mandolin while lying on the floor in the front lounge. Claudia watched 
his socked feet, which he bobbed to the rhythm of his song. Weston was 
on his phone. Alexis had gone away to answer a call from her mom. 

“I don’t believe in that,” Claudia said. 

“Do you believe in cheap tattoos?” said Carl. 
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“T do!” said Weston. 

“You do not need another ugly tattoo, Carl,” said Lindsay. 

“Ouch,” Carl said. 

“I don’t think they’re ugly,” said Claudia. 

“You don’t have time,” said Lindsay. 

“I saw a tattoo place a couple blocks away. That’s what made me think 
of it,” Carl said. 

“If we leave, like, right now, we can make it back,” said Weston. 

Lindsay rolled her eyes. Weston was already tying his shoes. 

“Wanna come?” Carl said to Claudia. 


Claudia’s Friday the 13th tattoo was a skull with heart-shaped eyes, four 
inches, just above her ankle. Carl’s was a crow. Weston’s was two crossed 
swords, with the number 13 between the blades. In the heat of the 
moment, they had all agreed to add their initials as an homage to the tour: 
“CWC”: Carl, Weston, Claudia. Carl and Weston were giddy upon 
returning to the bus, showing off to Pete and Sergio and Joe. Claudia had 
felt the sinking feeling of remorse right as the artist finished pricking the 
second “C” into her ankle. The right leg of Claudia’s jeans was rolled up 
because the bandage wouldn’t fit under the fabric. 

“You know you're gonna have to keep it like that for the show, right?” 
Joe said, smirking at her. 

“So?” said Claudia. They had two outfits for the show, one where she 
and Alexis were dressed identically, and one where their colors mirrored 
each other. Both required pants that came down tight over the calves. She 
hadn’t thought of it until now. 

“\.. just didn’t ask you ‘cause you were busy,” Carl’s voice was coming 
back toward the front of the bus. “And I figured you wouldn't be that 
interested.” 

“It’s cool,” said Alexis, who was right behind him. 

“Claudia got one too,” Carl said. 

Alexis looked down at Claudia’s leg, and Claudia saw her briefly glance 
toward Joe. 

“Do you have to keep the bandage on for the whole day?” said Alexis. 

“Yeah,” Claudia said. “But that doesn’t matter, right?” 

“CWC?” Alexis said, a lilt in her voice. 

Joe started laughing. Claudia didn’t feel like she was in on the joke. 
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After another second of silence, Alexis smiled, and said, “Guess I'll roll 
up the left leg too?” 

When they had all dispersed again, Carl took Claudia aside. 

“So was that, like, a dig at you or something?” Carl said. 

“T don’t know,” Claudia said. 

Carl shrugged, shook his head, seemed to be weighing his words. 
Claudia liked this uncharacteristic caution, and that this change in him 
was for her sake. 

“Well, I thought it was kinda fucked up. It’s not her leg. Why does she 
care?” 

Claudia smiled, despite herself. “Thanks,” she said. That was the second 
time his smile made her heart skip. 


It was freezing cold. Carl gave Claudia his sweatshirt as they packed up 
after the show. They swirled and rotated around each other all night, 
drawn together on the new unexpected tension. She and Weston and Carl 
got drunk because they had two days off to look forward to. And because 
Claudia figured she could use something to take the edge off. Alexis 
didn’t say anything else about the tattoo, but she did roll the left leg up on 
her jeans for the show, so that the mirror effect was preserved. It was so 
stupid, Claudia thought, such a stupid reason to feel bad. 

The inevitable result; the snapping of the tension—a sort of sloppy kiss, 
standing behind the bus. When Claudia came to bed, Lindsay was 
waiting for her. 

“I saw that,” Lindsay said. “I shouldn’t have to tell you. It’s the first rule 
of touring.” 

“Shut up,” Claudia whispered. Glanced toward Alexis’s bunk. The curtain 
was drawn, no sign of light or movement. “Who cares? I’m drunk. 
Goodnight.” 

But she knew she fucked up. She was angry at herself. She was also 
desperate for Alexis not to find out, which only made her angrier. What 
was this strange relationship they had, where she felt guilty about a 
tattoo? Where she couldn’t tell her best friend about a stupid drunken 
kiss? She knew Alexis would be disappointed that such base impulses 
had clouded her judgment. It didn’t seem fair to be held so accountable. 
She felt accountable, though she was still only imagining Alexis’s 
reaction. It wasn’t like she’d slept with Carl. And even if she had (she 
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wouldn't, but she would allow her mind to wander with the thought), 
why was it such a failure? Everyone wanted someone. 

Except Alexis. Claudia had never heard Alexis express a legitimate 
desire for anyone. Sure, there were famous people she claimed to like, but 
no one in reality. Not even that ancient icon of their childhood, Ben 
Fahlgren, the most obvious candidate. How did Alexis seem to float above 
the world, immune to its temptations? Claudia couldn’t confide in Alexis 
about the kiss. Alexis would never understand what she would see as an 
easily preventable mistake. 

So when Carl gave her looks, when his hands lingered on her back or 
arm, when he tried to kiss her again backstage, she turned and dodged 
and crossed rooms and did everything she could to keep it hidden from 
Alexis. She tried to temper her feelings for Carl with force (which only 
made them stronger). 


The third, and most public, misunderstanding: 


@beachbeotch: CDP forgot the words and literally stood there silent for 
like two mins but | think it makes her cuter 


@victoria.anne97: before i get tons of shit for this post, im a huge fan, but 
its disappointing to pay for tix and have it not be professional 


@meg_goldberg: here's a video of the part where claudia di paola 
blanked out, is she ok? 


Claudia remembered every agonizing minute of the St. Louis show. That 
was how she knew it was bad. She remembered how she felt before the 
show, too: an unusual sense of withdrawal. She had a capacity for apathy 
that surprised even her. She simply had not cared enough to do her 
performance properly that night. Despite the criticism online, the show 
sort of faded from the consciousness of Secure Destruction fans—there 
were just as many people defending them as there were giving them shit. 
The main result was days of bitter online arguing. 


But Irene noticed: 
Irene: Hm. Sorry about St Louis. Maybe C should take stage performance 
classes? Might help. 
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Alexis: yeah, maybe 


And Joe noticed. 

“What do you guys need?” said Joe, during their debrief of the show the 
next morning. The three of them at a diner over breakfast. He hadn't 
touched his egg sandwich (and was looking thin lately; food on tour often 
came at odd hours and inconsistent portions). “Do you need a week off?” 

“I don’t think so,” said Alexis. Pancakes and a cup of coffee that was 
half cream. 

“Claudia?” 

Claudia stirred her iced coffee. “I can’t believe they give you this with a 
spoon. Like, let’s make it obvious it’s the instant shit.” 

“Is there anything going on that we should talk about?” Joe said. 

Claudia shook her head. Alexis didn’t seem to be listening as she cut up 
her pancakes. Joe shrugged at Claudia, but looked at her like he was 
waiting. Could he know about Carl? It didn’t seem possible—she had 
been so careful—but his look was covert. She said nothing else, picking at 
her eggs in silence. Alexis cleared her plate and drained her mug. Claudia 
found the silence unbearable. 

“Maybe we're just tired,” Claudia said. “I’m tired. I’m gonna go take a nap.” 

“Okay,” Joe said. 

Claudia slid out from the booth and went away. 

“She seems weird,” Alexis said once Claudia was gone. “She barely 
ate anything.” 

“I think I know why,” Joe said. 

“You didn’t eat either,” Alexis said. 

“I’m not hungry. Lindsay told me that she thinks Claudia and Carl are 
‘involved’ or something.” 

“Really?” Alexis said. “Carl?” 

“That’s what Lindsay said.” 

“I haven't heard about it.” 

“I thought you’d know, if anyone did.” Joe said. 

“She doesn’t tell me everything,” said Alexis. The internet hate they got 
after St. Louis had upset her. The support of their more forgiving fans felt 
like a series of excuses. She barely remembered eating all three of the 
pancakes and drinking two cups of coffee, but now she felt gross about it, 
and couldn’t look at her empty plate. 
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“Maybe you should talk to her,” said Joe. 

Alexis didn’t trust Carl. She didn’t know when she’d stopped trusting 
him, and wondered if it was a new distrust—the only reason for it being 
this potential secret with Claudia. Claudia had always been dismissive 
about certain things, she refused to tell Alexis details about events in her 
past that Alexis was still very curious about (the high school crush, David 
Augello, for instance). Claudia was especially mute about things that she 
thought Alexis wouldn’t approve of. 

If Claudia had intuited that, she was right: Alexis did not approve of 
Carl. She didn’t think he was good enough for Claudia. He was greasy, 
childish, a smoker. But could she trust Lindsay’s word? 

Alexis didn’t talk to Claudia directly about Carl. But she did begin to 
watch. 


A discreet moment, a week later: 

“Is he distracting you?” Joe said. 

“Oh my god, Mom. Please,” said Claudia. 

“I’m not going to tell you to stop. You’re an adult. I just want to make 
sure he’s not doing anything you don’t want.” 

“It’s not that serious.” 

“We can tell him to go home if he becomes a problem.” 

“He works hard like everyone else,” said Claudia. “It’s fine.” 


But it wasn’t really fine. Carl’s irreverence and nonchalance, which were 
the traits that drew her to him, were morphing into something else. 

“T feel like you’re embarrassed by me,” he declared once, in public, 
when she shook away his hand. 

“It’s not that,” she said. His melodrama was disappointing. “We have 
to keep this under the radar, okay?” 

“T know, I know,” Carl said. 

That evening, he winked at her, with Weston and Pete standing 
around, and she was furious. Furious and sad. He claimed to 
understand, and then blatantly ignored what she said. He took his own 
feelings seriously, but not hers. 

Alexis, when watching, could usually discover what she was trying to 
find out. Only a week of watching proved to her that something was 
going on with Carl and Claudia. (She observed and filled in meanings for 
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their body language, and then she caught Claudia climbing into his bunk 
one night.) In fact, she was the one who confirmed it to Joe, before he 
approached Claudia privately to ask if Carl was distracting her. The 
Chicago show had gone a little better than St. Louis, since Alexis tried to 
compensate more than usual for any distraction in Claudia. Alexis didn’t 
see as much criticism, which was some consolation. 

But Alexis watching was also Alexis withdrawn. She couldn’t easily 
play both parts, the sociable and the observant. The combination of Carl 
and Claudia’s intimacy and Alexis’s privacy led to the dwindling—and 
finally the end—of social hours at night with the road crew. 


Leading to the fourth misunderstanding: 


“It’s too hard to keep this a secret.” 

Claudia and Carl in the front lounge. Claudia, telling Carl they had to stop. 

“Why does it have to be a secret?” said Carl. 

A procession of images went through Claudia’s mind: coming clean to 
the crew, telling Alexis, holding Carl’s hand, sitting in a restaurant. But it 
was not easy to see Carl across from her at a table. He was already fading, 
even kissing him again suddenly seemed strange and foreign. 

“I can’t have a relationship right now,” Claudia said. “There’s too much 
going on.” 

“Man, it’s one fucking tour. You guys aren’t even that big.” 

“We might be. Soon.” 

“Do you even wanna be? You don’t really care about being famous, you 
know it’s bullshit.” 

Claudia felt it like an accusation, and a violation; he was assigning her 
opinions that she did not have. “Of course I do. Me and Alexis worked 
hard as fuck for this.” 

“Dude, Alexis is a fucking alien. She’s a goddamn uptight robot. You 
don’t care like that.” 

“I do.” 

“You're full of shit.” 

This was the reason, wasn’t it? The reason he was fading. Carl didn’t 
listen to anything she said. All at once she felt drained, drifting—alone. 

“Hey, do you have a sec?” 
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A new voice, asserting itself in the air from the hallway. Of course it 
was Alexis, folding her arms and leaning against the wall, posing for 
her interruption. 


“Sorry,” she said, false innocence, addressing Carl. “It’ll be super quick.” 

Carl looked at Claudia, but Claudia was looking at Alexis. “Whatever,” 
he said, and gracelessly pushed past Alexis as he left the lounge. 

“I don’t have anything to tell you,” Alexis said. “Just seemed like you 
needed an out.” 

Claudia wanted to hug her, and the physical impulse surprised her, 
since she didn’t usually want to hug people. “I guess the Alexis Effect 
doesn’t work on him,” she said. 

Alexis rolled her eyes, and grinned. 


Claudia: we have six more shows 

Mike: Then u r coming home? 

Claudia: we have a break so yeah probably 
Claudia: for a little bit 


Irene: Can't wait to see you!! 
Irene: BIW I saw a clip of Chicago, seemed much better. 
Alexis: thanks I thought so too. 


Carl Ibarra quit NOT A Real Tour in Florida, with only four total shows 
remaining. His absence put a logistical and emotional strain on the rest of 
the crew. Weston had some sense that his friend’s leaving was Alexis’s 
fault, and had no trouble holding a grudge. Lindsay thought Carl’s 
departure was unprofessional, so that disagreement soured her and 
Weston’s friendship too. Serg and Pete and Roger felt a mix of impatience 
and empathy for the trials of the younger cohort. A heaviness in the air. 
The familiar objects left lying around (Lindsay’s phone, Weston’s 
sweatshirt, Carl’s mandolin, Joe’s thermos), voices, laughter, ukulele 
strumming—it was all much more temporary than it had felt. They were 
all gone now. 

Claudia knew that there was no way it could have lasted (allowing her 
imagination to run with other possibilities), but Carl was endearing to her 
memory now that he was gone. There was still something about his 
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attitude, his way of carrying himself, that she wanted. Lying together on 
his bunk, basically on top of each other since there wasn’t enough space 
for both of them, keeping her knees bent up so she wouldn’t step on the 
mandolin or tambourine or laptop likely to be at the end of the bed. 
Smelling faintly of sweat and men’s deodorant. Claudia never expected 
him to react so strongly and selfishly to her ending it. Errant thoughts: 
was his outburst proof of his real feelings? Evidence that he cared, despite 
the way he never listened, despite what he said about Alexis? 

Alexis was unapologetically glad to be rid of him. 

“He never took anything seriously,” she said. 

“He thought everyone else took things too seriously,” Claudia said. 

“That's exactly what I’m talking about. We don’t need that kind of 
attitude.” 

“He thought it was better not to be stressed out.” 

“You're entirely out of his league.” 

Claudia shrugged. 

“You are!” Alexis said. “You’re more talented, smarter, and way too 
pretty for him.” 

“T guess.” 

“What's wrong?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Tell me,” said Alexis. 

“It’s just, it’s not about me being better than him. I’m not better than 
him. He was smart and funny.” 

“Seriously?” Alexis said. “Did you hear the way he talked to you?” 

“It’s not like he was a hundred percent wrong about everything.” 

“Dude! He talked down all your accomplishments!” 

“I’m just saying. I’m not better than him. And he wasn’t wrong 
about everything.” 

Alexis didn’t argue anymore. Instead, she said, “But the most important 
thing... how was he? Kisser, or whatever else he was for you.” 

An unfathomable trait of Alexis’s—at least to Claudia—was her 
ability to brush hard feelings away, to let go of her grudge and make 
things light again. 

“Could have been better,” Claudia said. 

Alexis laughed. “He seemed a little greasy.” 
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A grudge let go, for better or worse. But letting go didn’t erase it 
completely. Claudia felt restless, part of her would have preferred to fight. 
Even though she was often wrong about Alexis’s judgments (her visions 
of disapproval were extreme and Alexis wasn’t as hardline in her moral 
code as she appeared), Alexis’s forgiveness still implied that Claudia had 
been the one to err. Claudia felt it as a build-up of some kind of debt. 


When something is over, where can you go besides home? 


The NOT A Real Tour crew split anticlimactically upon their return to Los 
Angeles. At the end it was just Joe, Alexis, and Claudia looking at each 
other, luggage at their side and strapped around their backs. Joe drove 
them to LAX for their flight back to Las Vegas. 

“Get some rest,” Joe said. “I’ll be in touch in a few weeks.” 

Claudia listened to music the whole way home. Alexis fell asleep 
almost immediately, her head hidden in the hood of her sweater and 
pressed against the wall of the window seat, as if she was staring hard at 
the clouds. 


A look ahead: 
Claudia’s time in Vegas would only last two weeks. Leticia was difficult. 
Alexis was welcomed home like royalty. But that wasn’t much easier. 


But for now, McCarran International Airport: 

The characteristic plooming sounds and flashing lights of slot machines 
greeted them. They waited at baggage claim. Watched the screen above 
the luggage carousels, advertising the same four shows (a magic show, an 
impersonation show, a visiting act, and someone with a Vegas residency) 
on a loop. 

Irene arrived first. She hugged Claudia and Alexis and made a big fuss, 
but neither one could even pretend to match her. 

“You need a ride, hun?” Irene said. 

“No, Mike’s coming,” Claudia said. 

“We can wait if you want,” Alexis said. 

“He'll be here in a minute.” 
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Alexis looked suddenly lucid and alert. “See you soon,” she said. It was 
almost a question. 
“See ya,” said Claudia. 


To: cdpizza@gmail.com 
Fr: awolfw@gmail.com 
June 28, 2012 


hi. so it’s like day 4 of our break, i know. I feel like I’m awake for the first time 
in ages. So of course i'm emailing you. Sorry if its too soon. 


We had a good tour, right? almost everything i see online says it was a good 
tour. Almost. I probably shouldnt be looking at all this stuff, since Joe said we 
shouldnt. But i think 1 just want to hear it from someone who doesn’t already 
love us. 


i feel like we spent so much time together, like more than ever, and somehow 
i saw you less. I’m writing this email and realizing that i dont even know 
what you thought about the tour as a whole. Dont you think we should talk 
about that? 


Sorry if this is kind of all over the place. I’m just saying whatever comes to 
mind. 1 think we did the best we could and that was REALLY GOOD 
considering it was our first time. But i want to know what you think. all i 
really care about is what you think. I don’t need to know right now or 
anything, so just feel free to respond whenever you want. Ok. is this really 
dramatic? I didnt want to send a million texts. anyway. talk to you soon i 
hope. 


On July 2nd, Claudia called Joe, told him she was coming back to LA, and 
asked him to pick her up. 

“Where are you going to live?” he said. 

“I don’t care. A hotel. Anywhere.” 

“Okay. We'll find you a room. Don’t worry.” 

“Tm not worried, Mom.” 
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To: cdpizza@gmail.com 
Fr: awolfw@gmail.com 
July 4, 2012 


happy fourth of july. sorry for writing again, i just want to make sure you got 
the last email cuz i don’t know, maybe it didn’t go through. we're having our 
fourth of july party today as usual. only weirdly my dad is working, so he’s 
not here. would be more fun if you were here. my mom is acting like a complete 
psycho. talk to you soon. 


July 9th. Joe picked up Claudia at LAX. 

“Hungry?” he said. 

“Yeah,” said Claudia. “In ‘N Out?” 

“Sure,” said Joe. 

So they drove. 

“You can check in after lunch,” said Joe. 

“I really don’t care where I stay,” Claudia said. 

“I got you a room at the Marriott downtown.” 

“Really? I could have done it myself. Sorry.” 

“Don’t apologize, I was happy to do it.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Talked to Alexis?” said Joe. 

“She emailed me. I have to write back to her. You?” 

“Yeah. I don’t know anyone who likes to email as much as she does.” 

“Me either.” Like a small shock, Claudia felt that her silence at Alexis’s 
emails was a little too cruel. 

“Hey,” Joe said. “I want you to know that I think I was the one who 
blew the lid off the thing with you and Carl. If it led to bad blood, I’m 
sorry.” 

“Ha. If I can’t apologize, then neither can you.” 


To: awolfw@gmail.com 
Fr: cdpizza@gmail.com 
July 9th, 2012 


Uh, yeah, very dramatic. But that’s okay. Hi. 
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Sorry I didn’t respond. Shit got dumb at home so I’m in LA now. Joe got me a 
hotel. 


Few things... one, you definitely shouldn't be looking at stuff online. Joe is 
right about that. The problem is that for every good opinion you're gonna find 
a thousand bad ones. THERE WILL NEVER BE AGREEMENT ABOUT 
ANYTHING. So stop that, right now. Stop. 


Two, of course I think we had a good tour. 


But do I think we could do better? Yeah. That’s not really a critique. We can 
always do better. 


I mean, at least I can do better. I think that’s what you're really trying to talk 
about? But also, I got distracted because that shit is damn stressful and there 
wasn't really any way to calm down. And I guess I didn’t feel like you were 
stressed like I was. The last thing I wanted to do was say hey Alexis, wow 
touring is way harder than I thought it would be, our dreams are coming true 
and I’m stressed out. 


I guess I should have said something, though. I don’t know. Were you stressed 
out? You looked so fucking put together and amazing all the time. Like in 
Miami. I came out looking like fucking hell, I don’t think I’d showered for three 
days. And you were like glowing. if you were stressed, you really hid it well. 


To: cdpizza@gmail.com 
Fr: awolfw@gmail.com 
July 9, 2012 


it’s that overnight face mask thing i was telling you about. literally makes you 
glow. 


TIME, ugh. 


but whatever in all seriousness. Of course i was stressed. I dont think you can 
do something like that and not be stressed. we just handled it differently. I woke 
up super early to get like a second of quiet since everyone else slept late. that’s 
not a diss about you and the crew staying up late. i’m seriously not mad about 
carl (besides that you are way out of his league). Without those mornings to 
myself i would have gone crazy. 
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you handled your stress by trying to chill out and not worry so much. I think i 
did the opposite? Which was probably not a good idea. my biggest worry the 
whole time was like, what are we gonna do after this? So i was trying to work 
and write down ideas so that we'd have something to start on when it was over. 
i think if there’s a next time 1 would want to enjoy it more in the moment. I 
talked to joe about it since he’s kind of a workaholic like me and he said i should 
talk to you. i'm sorry i didn't. 


To: awolfw@gmail.com 
Fr: cdpizza@gmail.com 
July 10, 2012 


Yeah, you should totally try to seem more obviously stressed. That will 
definitely help you in this kind of work. Lol. 


And you can just come to LA you know. 
To: cdpizza@gmail.com 

Fr: awolfw@gmail.com 

July 10, 2012 

haa. haaaaa. 

To: awolfw@gmail.com 

Fr: cdpizza@gmail.com 


July 10, 2012 


Also, what the fuck? IF there's a next time? Of course there’s gonna be a next 
time. Seriously, you can just come to LA. Like tomorrow if you want. 
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THE INVINCIBILITY DELUSION 
Fame is probably more subjective than it seems. 


Remember this? 
“I don’t know, Dove,” said Joe. 
“How can you not know?” said Dove Cook. 
“I have to ask them.” 
“They would be crazy to decline. You know that, Joe.” 


A pause to ask: Who is Dove Cook? 


Dorian “Dove” Cook was a producer, and a man Joe had known for nearly 
twenty years. He was a good friend of Joe’s father, and now worked often 
with Joe’s brother (who he referred to as Sharp Mark Junior; he had no pet 
name for Joe). He had helped Joe’s brother achieve early success, touted 
an impressive list of his own hits, and once had an article written about 
him entitled “The Man You’ve Never Heard of Behind All Your Favorite 
Songs.” 

He was also, as far as Joe was concerned, a total bastard. In Dove’s 
office, covering the wall behind his desk, were framed photos of him 
posing with his artists. What Joe noticed most weren’t the many 
recognizable faces, but the way Dove had carefully arranged them so that 
each photo would be visible to his visitors while he was sitting in his chair. 
(This wasn’t the easiest accomplishment; Dove was 65” and the office— 
while beautiful—was not overly large.) The effect was a sort of Dove- 
sized blank spot on the wall when Dove wasn’t present. This had left an 
impression on Joe that defined Dove's character for him, even though it 
had been years since Joe was last in Dove's office. 

That last time: a meeting Joe regretted arranging the moment he 
arrived, a last-ditch effort to see if Dove could be persuaded to have an 
interest in the ill-fated band Joe was managing. Dove had not been 
convinced, and seemed to relish in telling him so. 

(The first time: as a 22-year-old guitar player, hoping his father’s friend might 
be their big break.) 

But now, Dove was the one asking for favors. He took Joe out to lunch. 
He wanted to work with Secure Destruction. 
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“T'll talk to them when they’re back in town,” said Joe. “And I'll give 
you a call either way. How does that sound?” 

“That would be wonderful, Joe. I really appreciate it.” 

Dove smiled sweetly at the waitress as she took his card. Joe was quietly 
furious. He had, on a juvenile impulse, ordered the most expensive entree 
on the menu, and Dove hadn’t reacted at all. 

“Nice place,” said Joe. 

“It’s my absolute favorite,” said Dove. “They all know me here.” 


And where was Secure Destruction? 
Claudia and Alexis were in Utah. 


At that exact moment? 
Playing foosball, Alexis up 3-1. 


Utah was Alexis’s idea. 

“When I was homeschooled, we went to this campground in Utah one 
summer. We should do something like that,” Alexis said, when she visited 
Claudia at the Marriott in downtown LA (Irene had planned a surprise 
party the day after Alexis’s return from the tour with several family 
friends. Alexis emerged from her bedroom, bleary-eyed, to a table of 
appetizers. After the party, Irene went down a list of things she thought 
Alexis might need according to her review of a NOT a Real Tour as a 
whole: classes, practice, new instruments. “All you have to go on is shitty 
phone videos from Twitter,” Alexis said. “There are some high quality 
clips out there,” was Irene’s response.) Alexis was itching to be anywhere 
besides Vegas. 

“Camping?” said Claudia. (Leticia had been resistant to the idea that 
Claudia was going to leave again. She criticized publicity photos of Secure 
Destruction and the musician’s lifestyle generally, which she insisted was 
lazy, indulgent, and never going to last. “Who allowed this? You both look 
like whores.”: A memorable comment on a photoshoot in a magazine 
article about new LA artists, in which they wore tight tank tops and loose 
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shorts cut way above their knees.) Claudia, having already escaped Vegas, 
was itching for Alexis to join her in exile. 

“It’s not like camping camping. It was run by a whole staff of people. 
Companies went there for retreats. We should do something like that as a 
writing retreat for the next album.” 

Joe thought it was a great idea. So after a week, Claudia checked out of 
the Marriott, returned to Vegas with Alexis to pick up the car, and off they 
went to a ranch in Utah to live in a cabin for a month. 

The NOT Tour had been a moderate success according to Joe and 
Emblem Records, but Alexis and Claudia still had more money to their 
names than they’d ever had in their lives. (Not hard to beat, since Claudia 
didn’t even have a bank account until she graduated from high school, 
and Alexis’s account never had more than a $200 balance of accumulated 
birthday money.) Their flights from LA and the house rental felt like a 
huge amount to spend at one time. 

As soon as they arrived, though, money concerns vanished from 
Claudia’s mind. 

“This is not what I expected when you said cabin,” she said. 

“Way better, right?” said Alexis. 

The house wasn’t so much a cabin as a mansion designed to imitate a 
cabin aesthetically. 

“Shit,” said Claudia. “We get this whole place to ourselves?” 


securedestructionofficial: 
WE ARE ON VACATION. see ya on the other side 


@securedestructionofficial miss u already 

Ew, GROSS. Come baaaack @securedestruction 
@securedestructionofficial HOW LONG 
@securedestructionofficial CDP, marry me 

GUYS THIS MEANS NEW MUSIC!! take as long as you need 


They brought their laptops, two acoustic guitars, and a small portable 
Casio keyboard. The house had four bedrooms and a huge, open living 
room and kitchen area. Massive paneled windows looked out over a 
stretch of sky, distant trees, and rolling mountains. The ceiling sloped 
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dramatically and had two large skylights; sun streamed constantly onto a 
couple of couches arranged in an L shape, where Claudia and Alexis spent 
most of their time. There were certain tacky decorations that Claudia 
didn’t like—fake wood coasters, an embroidered pillow that said “Home 
Sweet Home”—but they still contributed to the sense of newness around 
her. Being there was the kind of experience Claudia imagined only 
happened on TV. 

They developed a daily schedule, a set of movements and habits. 
Breakfast (food came from the staff at the retreat center), a walk outside. 
There was a shared clubhouse central to the spread of cabins, which had 
a foosball table, a few worn-out but comfortable chairs, and an old 
vending machine. No one recognized them. In the evening, Alexis 
showed Claudia the hints and ideas for things she’d had on the NOT tour. 
Claudia liked walking in nature. She liked talking about music as the day 
faded away. She liked the feeling that they were in pursuit of something 
bigger. For the first time she really felt like an artist—more than how she’d 
felt on tour—doing what she imagined artists did. And there was no 
Leticia to disagree with her. The only external input was Alexis’s, and 
Alexis didn’t just think Claudia was an artist, she thought Claudia was a 
gifted artist. 

Alexis ran Secure Destruction’s social media, and though they’d agreed 
that social media was off-limits during the vacation, she sometimes 
checked the various feeds late at night. There was a sense of purpose in 
people talking about them. The feeling of presences everywhere, cheering 
them on. That feeling was worth the occasional hurt of nasty internet hate. 


@bb5gd11: gtfo, two more talentless bitches getting famous for no 
reason 


@ellsorgor: Stop calling them a band. They are not a band. One of them 
plays guitar SOMETIMES 


In the second week, Claudia found a stack of board games in a cabinet 
under the TV, as well as an ancient-looking home karaoke machine. The 
karaoke machine barely worked; the microphones were scratchy and 
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sometimes warped the sound. But it had a library of ’80s and ’90s music 
that Alexis knew by heart. So commenced a whole evening of singing 
until they were hoarse. 

The microphones amplified voices through the karaoke machine’s 
terrible speaker even if the tracks weren’t playing. So Claudia started 
standing at the front of the living room and singing Secure Destruction 
songs. “Gross.” Then “I See Skies.” 

“I was so sick of these songs,” Claudia said. “But it’s fun singing them 
again.” 

“I actually love the distortion on the mic,” Alexis said. 

“Me too,” said Claudia. 

The karaoke machine brought solidity to the vague visions of their new 
music. 


To: jmasters@gmail.com 
Fr: awolfw@gmail.com 
July 28, 2012 


Hi! Just thought I’d check in. We banned phones so here’s an email. 

We're doing great. I'll show you pics of the house when we're back, it’s insane. 
We've got tons of new stuff to work on. It’s probably not enough for an album, 
but it’s a start. The important thing is that we both feel rested and relaxed. 
The best part is the mountains. From the windows in the living room, you can 
see mountains forever. It’s so beautiful. The pics won't really be able to do it 


justice. 


Are you still good to pick us up from the airport on 8/17? We're going back to 
Vegas on the 15th. 


See you soon... to do this all over again? ? 
Alexis 


PS: They have Almond Joys in the vending machine here. They only refill it 
once a week, but there’s ALWAYS Almond Joys. 
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To: jmasters@gmail.com 
Fr: awolfw@gmail.com 
July 30, 2012 


Really glad to hear you both got a chance to recoup. I’ve been busy, lots to share. 
But I'll wait until you're here. 


Can't wait for the new stuff! And to see pictures. It sounds amazing. One of my 
favorite things about the western states is the mountains. You just don’t get 
that anywhere else. 


Yup, good to go for the 17th, 6pm arrival. I have the itinerary. See you soon. 


And hey, happy birthday. Get yourself an Almond Joy. — j 


Some kind of inspiration was possible there. Claudia began to assemble 
evidence of her creative energy. She picked up interesting pinecones and 
stones on their walks and arranged them in the windowsills of the living 
room. She drew abstract patterns on notebook paper and told Alexis that 
this (pointing to loose shapes with lined and dotted ribbons inside them) 
was what the song made her feel like. 

Alexis could supplement Claudia quickly. She could write drafts of 
verses within an hour. Words and chord progression ideas came first for 
Alexis—she thought this way because of her early music lessons. Claudia 
had shapes, moods, and colors. Each of them thought the other had a 
more legitimate process. 


Later, people would attempt consensus. 
“Everything after NOT is more cohesive. Some people appreciate this as a 


natural progression, others think NOT is the more successful creative project 
because their naiveté made them unique.” 
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“They aren't kids anymore after NOT. They're becoming musicians — 
specifically, industry musicians. You have to accept that about them and take 
with it what you will.” 


The last night in Utah was warm and clear and perfect. Claudia and 
Alexis went out at dusk. There was a field behind their cabin, wide and 
empty. They walked out and sat in the grass at the center. The sky was 
shifting colors, fading into night. 

“You can already see some stars,” Claudia said. (Over those four weeks, 
she kindled a love for stars and the moon that she’d have for the rest of 
her life.) Alexis laid down on her back. (She felt like being someone who 
enjoyed the darkness, and so she was, for that moment.) 

In full dark, the stars seemed unreal. The sky was bursting with them, 
there wasn’t any bit of it unpunctured. 

“It’s crazy that there are always this many stars, and we just can’t see 
them,” said Alexis. 

“Shooting star!” said Claudia. 

“T missed it!” 

“There'll be another one.” 

One, two. Claudia counted. Alexis kept missing them. 

“Are you ready to go back?” said Alexis. 

“1 think so.” 

“You think?” 

“These are gonna be the best songs we’ ve ever written. I’m excited.” 

Silence. 

“You can be honest, you know,” Alexis said. 

“Tam excited. But I don’t know. It’s not easy.” 

“Anything I can do?” 

“Definitely not.” 

It was so dark now that they couldn’t see anything but the stars. They 
couldn’t see each other. Alexis could feel Claudia next to her by the 
sinking in the ground, the brush of Claudia’s elbow against her arm. 

“What's that supposed to mean?” Alexis said. 

“T didn’t mean it in a bad way.” 

“Then how did you mean it?” 

“Tt doesn’t matter.” 
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“It does, though. The tour was hard because we weren't talking to each 
other. We have to be together on this. Or else it’s not gonna work.” 

Silence. 

“Another shooting star,” said Claudia. “Three.” 

“Don’t change the subject." 

“It’s just... it’s hard. I love this kind of thing. This retreat. I love being 
here, with just us doing whatever we want, and coming up with all this 
amazing stuff. There’s nothing else like it in the world and I don’t want to 
stop.” 

Silence. 

“But the rest of it is different. The tour and recording and everything. I 
don’t want to disappoint you.” 

“You could never disappoint me.” 

“You always say that. But it’s not true.” 

Silence. 

“I disappoint you all the time. I disappoint you when I’m too tired to 
keep working. I disappointed you with the tattoo thing, since I didn’t 
think about how it would affect the show. I disappointed you with Carl.” 

“T didn’t care about Carl—” 

“You want this so much. Since you were a kid. You work so hard. 
Sometimes I feel like I can’t keep up. I don’t want to let you down.” 

“You know this whole thing isn’t even real without you, right?” said 
Alexis. “I know I push too hard. I’m sorry. I just worry that if I don’t, you 
aren’t gonna know how amazing you are.” 

“Well, then you need to trust me more.” 

Silence. 

“Sometimes I feel like you’re a real musician, and I’m just a really good 
organizer,” said Alexis. “You don’t actually need me.” 

“Man, shut up. I need the shit out of you. I literally wouldn’t be here 
having this stupid conversation without you.” 

“Shooting star!” Alexis shot her arm up in the air and pointed, though 
she couldn't see her own hand in front of her face. 

“Four,” Claudia said. 

Silence. 

“Let’s just agree,” said Claudia. “We’re both too important to Secure 
Destruction to feel self-conscious about anything.” 

“Tm sorry I put pressure on you.” 


— 100 — 


— mariah eppes — 


“It’s okay. It’s not bad all the time.” 

“And I do need to take more breaks.” 

“No shit.” 

Alexis laughed, but it still seemed quiet, under the weight of the 
emptiness around them. 

“Tlove you,” Alexis said. 

“Oh my god, are you crying?” said Claudia. “You’re a mess.” 

“I know.” 

“Love you, too. Mess.” 


Another look at things to come. 


SECURE DESTRUCTION DRAW CROWDS AT BARCLAYS CENTER ON 
FIRST WORLD TOUR DATE 
By Jacqueline Lesser 
2/28/2013 


A mob of kids, mostly young girls, are lined up outside Barclays Center. 
It's 25 degrees. There won't be a show here for several hours, but they 
are all smiles. And screams. 


This is Secure Destruction’s first show of their second tour, promoting 
their new album, released in January. Tickets were sold out in an hour. 
A second date was scheduled within a few days (sorry, that one’s sold 
out too). 


| ask the girls standing outside a few questions. Why are you here five 
hours before the show? What do you love about Secure Destruction? 


"We heard the bus was gonna be here early,” says a girl, about 
fourteen. She looks at her friends for reassurance. They nod 
enthusiastically. They are all holding posters with hand-painted words: 
| <3 U ALEXIS, #SECDESDESTROYERS, ARE YOU TRYING TO IGNORE 
ME? “Usually they sign things and talk to fans if they're early.” 


"| love everything about them,” says another, wearing a Secure 


Destruction T-shirt, sweater, and beanie. “But especially how close they 
are, even though they're obviously so different.” 
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Secure Destruction has come a long way since their hot-and-cold debut 
in 2011. Now they are proceeding at a rapid clip. Just a year ago, Alexis 
Wolf and Claudia di Paola were in the midst of a U.S. tour for their first 
album. Now, with a new album and a world tour, their fan base has 
never been more energetic. They are wildly in demand (full disclosure: 
I've been trying to get another interview with them for weeks, and | 
haven't gotten my spot yet. This frustration is tempered by knowing 
that | was right: Secure Destruction is going places). 


ll be waiting outside for them at Barclays with the rest of the 
Destroyers. 


“I’m not fucking afraid of him,” said Claudia. 

Alexis and Claudia had been back from Utah for five days when Joe 
mentioned his meeting with Dove Cook. They were at Joe’s apartment, 
strategizing about the schedule for the next album. Joe had an 
overstuffed blue reclining armchair which Alexis immediately got into, 
cranking up the foot rest. Claudia and Joe sat on the couch. Claudia had 
her arms folded. 

“It’s not about that,” said Joe. “Working with him won’t be like working 
with me. He’ll want things to go his way.” 

“He reached out to you?” said Alexis. 

“He took me to lunch.” 

“Wow,” said Alexis. “Isn’t he, like, super important?” She had done her 
research, and knew exactly who Dove Cook was. 

“Yeah. It’s a big deal.” 

“Can we just have him on a couple songs?” said Alexis. 

“We ask and see if he accepts.” Joe shifted. “Are you interested?” he 
said quietly. 

“He might be good for ‘Ignore Me,” Alexis mused. “Since it’s supposed 
to be really pop-sounding.” 

Joe made a vaguely acquiescent noise. 

“You don’t want to work with him,” Alexis said. “Do you?” 

He shrugged. “I just don’t really care for him.” 

“You don’t care for him?” said Alexis. She grinned. “Is there something 
you want to share with the class?” 

“He’s a dick.” 

“We don’t have to hang out with him,” Alexis said. 


— 102 — 


— mariah eppes — 


“Actually, I don’t want to deal with some asshole either,” said Claudia, 
a bit glibly, an about-face. 

Alexis looked only at Joe. “We can handle a music-business-bad-guy for 
a few weeks,” she said. “It’s not like he’s gonna be the last.” She waited— 
despite teasing him, she still sought his approval. 

“I can’t tell you not to work with Dove,” Joe said. “I’m just warning you.” 

“We could listen to a bunch of work he’s done with other people, then 
decide?” said Claudia. Swinging back to her original position. Alexis said 
nothing; still waiting for Joe. 

“That could be a good idea,” Joe said. 

Joe may not have been able to force Claudia and Alexis to work or not 
work with Dove Cook, but Emblem Records could make it difficult to 
refuse. When the rep from the label found out Dove had approached 
Secure Destruction (which, of course, Dove revealed himself), they were 
on Joe relentlessly making a case for him. 

“Two songs,” Joe said. “He can have two songs.” 

Joe ground his teeth against the vision he had of Dove swaggering into 
the studio, his victory plastered across his face with a patronizing smile. 


In September, they had a meeting with Dove Cook at the Emblem office 
around a long table in a conference room. He looked self-satisfied and 
sanguine, dressed smartly in an expensive blue blazer. He was better 
dressed than everyone in the room: Joe, Alexis, Claudia, their new 
dedicated publicist, and a few of the Emblem employees (Claudia was 
conspicuous in her athletic shorts and T-shirt). 

“It’s so good. So good, and I wouldn’t just say that,” Dove said of NOT. 
“So impressive. That’s why I’m here. To make you stars.” 

Joe stifled a sigh by spinning a pen around on the table in front of him. 
Dove was, as usual, saccharine. Claudia was offended at the insinuation 
that her goal was to be a star, and didn’t like the cutesy way Dove had of 
saying what was offensive to her. She didn’t think they needed Dove. 
Alexis had eventually brought her around to the idea, since it wouldn’t be 
the whole album, and they might as well make a smart “career” move. 
From Alexis’s point of view, they had nothing to lose (but she took it for 
granted that she was adept at winning over pretty much any 
personality—and not everyone had that skill). 
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“We're so looking forward to it,” Alexis said agreeably. She was second 
best-dressed after Dove. “We can’t wait!” 
Too agreeably, Claudia thought. 


“We can’t wait’ is a little strong,” she said to Alexis that night. They were 
in another hotel, in a suite with all mauve furniture, which Alexis had 
immediately named Purple Place. 

“I know he’s full of shit,” Alexis said. She had just taken a shower and 
was twisting wet strands of her hair into knots, so it would dry wavy. “But 
that’s what you say to guys like Dove Cook. Trust me.” She paused. 
“What the hell is that?” 

Claudia was placing the Home Sweet Home pillow from the cabin in 
Utah on one of the mauve chairs. She grinned. “I stole it,” she said. 

A few days later, the agreement was official. Two songs for Dove Cook: 
“Never Never” and “Ignore Me.” 
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IGNORE ME 

Why did you call me? 

Better if you ignore me 
Don’t know how I ended up 
Like this 

I used to see amazements 

In puddles on the pavements 
Now I just see things I miss 
It’s hard to keep happiness 


Backing away 

Make no mistake 

I’m not free to talk 

Can’t show you my thoughts 
They’d scare you away 


Why did you call me? 

Better if you ignore me 
There’s nothing here to see 
But thank you very much sir 
Appreciate the gesture 


I know there isn’t any guarantee 


And I do love your company 


Still I can’t pay 

And make no mistake 

I don’t really want 

The answers you've got 
I’m resting my case 


Why did you call me? 
Better if you ignore me 

I’m really better on my own 
With you it gets confusing 
Not here for your amusing 


Never been that funny, I should 


Go home 
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But I can’t get you off the phone 
Late in the day 

It’s not a mistake 

Reframe what you thought 

Not sure that you caught 

The smile on my face 


When can you call me? 

Are you trying to ignore me? 
You're not gonna get away 

With this 

You may not believe in rumors 
But I can see the future 

And all that I can say 

Is that you better trust me 

Cause you’re gonna need a friend 
Baby, I can see the end 


(Songwriters: Claudia T. di Paola / 
Alexis Wolf Weber) 
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Tuesday, November 9th, 2012 was the first of two days recording 
with Dove. 

The producer arrived right on time, 7:30 AM, genial and casually 
dressed. He brought coffee and pastries for Alexis and Claudia. (Nothing 
for Joe. And, Joe noticed, he had not asked Claudia or Alexis what they 
liked to eat—only brought these random items to curry their favor, as far 
as Joe could tell.) 

“I’m thrilled that this all materialized,” Dove said, as if the work was 
already done, smiling proudly. “I’m honored to be collaborating with 
you both.” 

Alexis and Claudia thanked him, cautiously. They trusted Joe, so they 
weren't going to trust Dove so readily. 

Dove had yet to do anything to make them worry. It was true that he 
changed the air of any room he entered; he was physically imposing and 
his speaking voice was loud. But changing the room didn’t mean it had 
changed for the worse. In fact, Dove seemed downright jolly as they 
discussed their plan for the day. He had a crisp yellow legal pad, where 
had written his notes neatly in a list, and checked off each item as he 
explained it. He remembered that Claudia and Alexis wanted their second 
album to sound more “produced” than NOT (metallic sounds, more 
synth, cleaner mixes). Claudia’s aesthetic idea for NOT had been 
elemental and organic—fire and teeth. The unifying theme of their new 
songs was inorganic; somehow mineral. (“Like one of those cars where 
you can’t see the doors,” she said. Or, “Like a steel bunker full of gems.” 
Alexis was thrilled by Claudia’s obscure metaphors.) Dove told them how 
his ideas would make “Ignore Me” and “Never Never” fit that vision. 

That was what Joe worried about, right? Dove’s influence? Alexis 
thought about this, ate a croissant, and watched Joe, who sat at the edge 
of the couch while Dove gesticulated with his blue pen. Joe was not 
speaking or eating. He looked like he was already holding back words. 

Joe had many things he wanted to say to Dove. He knew he was being 
reactive, he knew he was projecting the memory of a long-ago project 
onto this one. But it was difficult to hear Dove’s innocuous 
suggestions—which seemed inconsequential at the moment to anyone 
who didn’t know Dove—already changing what Alexis and Claudia had 
brought to the studio. Joe could envision how those suggestions would 
turn into opinions and eventually demands. But Joe was three or four 
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steps ahead in his justification from what Alexis and Claudia were 
witnessing. To them, as Joe butted in and derailed their progress, he 
came across petulant. 

On the lunch break, when Dove went out on his own, Joe was surprised 
to find that Alexis and Claudia were annoyed at him. 

“What's your deal?” Claudia said. “You’re kind of being a dick.” 

“What?” Joe said. “He’s... changing things.” 

“That's his job,” Alexis said quietly. Her tone was understated, not like 
Claudia’s bluntness, but it hit Joe twice as hard. 

“Someone needs to make sure the boundaries—” 

“All I see is Dove trying to work and you interrupting him whenever he 
suggests anything,” Claudia said. 

“Tt’s unprofessional,” Alexis said. 

Joe was at a loss. When Dove returned, Joe said nothing for the rest of 
the session. Within a few hours, “Ignore Me” was finished (they took 
every single one of Dove’s notes). 


In Purple Place that night, over Chinese take-out, Joe apologized. 

“I guess I underestimated the effect he’d have on me.” 

“It’s okay,” Alexis said, quick to forgive. 

“Can you please just tell us what happened?” Claudia said. 

“Tt’s not your problem.” 

“You made it our problem, Joe.” 

Joe sighed. “I’ve known Dove a long time. He produced an EP for a 
band I was in, a million years ago. He tried to turn us into something we 
weren’t. Not that we knew what we were. That was the problem.” 

Joe looked away. There was more to this story, Alexis was sure about 
that. 

“And, you know, this business can be so fucked,” Joe said. “I grew up in 
it, so 1 know how bad it can get. I just want you to be on your guard around 
Dove.” 

“See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” Claudia said. Her mouth was full. 
“Roger that, Captain Mom. Consider my guard up.” 

Joe rolled his eyes, but he was smiling. 

“I wouldn’t do anything he said if I didn’t think it made the song 
better,” Claudia continued. “I don’t give a fuck what anyone thinks 
about anything.” 
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“Claudia’s mad because someone on Twitter hates her,” said Alexis. 

“Not true. I don’t give a fuck.” 

Half true. Since the social media ban was lifted after returning from 
their retreat, Alexis had been actively posting photos and clips and little 
hints about the new album. About a week earlier, Alexis had posted a 
video of Claudia in the studio. 

Alexis’s voice, from behind the phone: “What do you have to say to 
everyone, C?” 

“Nothing. Actually, here’s something.Why don’t you shut up and listen 
to what we're fucking doing, okay?” 

The comment was in response to a few disgruntled fans talking shit 
about short teaser clips Alexis posted of two in-progress songs. Claudia 
couldn’t believe how much criticism was inflicted on a seven second 
sample. But, out of context, her words sounded ungenerous, and people 
were accusing her of unfair treatment toward the Secure Destruction fans: 
“the people who made it all possible.” 

“Which just isn’t true,” Claudia said. “We’d be making music with or 
without them.” 

Alexis had written an apology tweet already from Secure Destruction’s 
main account. But since Claudia didn’t apologize personally, people were 
still angry. Claudia may have said she didn’t give a fuck, but her opinions 
were passionate and gave her away. 

“Thanks for telling us,” Alexis said to Joe. “It’s one more day of recording 
and then whatever he wants to do in post. Everything will be fine.” 


Eight in the morning. Joe bought his own coffee again. As it turned out, 
Alexis could talk just as loudly as Dove, and they both laughed easily. 

“And then—really, this happened—she says, ‘Dove, listen to me.” 

Alexis took an audible breath in, so Dove would know that she was 
listening closely for the punchline. 

“I know you said there’s only two in the world. But I swear to God, I 
have that exact same pair of boots!” 

Alexis and Dove laughed. Dove had come into the studio, practically 
breathless, with this story he needed to tell immediately. Now he was ina 
great mood. Joe and Claudia had let Alexis take the lead in humoring 
Dove, but Alexis didn’t mind. It was almost too easy. She knew exactly 
how to react: alert, engaged, willing to allow Dove’s energy to fill the 
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room. It was good networking to build this rapport. Alexis knew her 
effort would pay off for everyone. 


When Dove said, 
"You sound fantastic today." 
Claudia thanked him, with uncharacteristic sincerity. 
Alexis looked at Claudia with a kind of pride. 
And Joe sat quietly on the couch, sipping his coffee and reading email. 


“I think we can make it perfect if we run it one more time.” 
Claudia nodded, took a drink of water, and put her headset back on. 
Alexis gave a thumbs-up, which Dove mirrored, grinning. 

And Joe glanced up briefly, just to keep an eye on things. 


“I don’t know. What do you think, Joe?” 
Claudia looked at Joe, smirking, expecting mischief. 
Alexis looked at Joe, unsuccessfully hiding her anxiety. 
And Joe lowered his phone. 


Joe considered the segment of the second verse as Dove played it back. 
Then he said, “You know, I actually really like it.” 

“Good,” Dove said. “Because it’s important that you like it.” 

Alexis felt warm and proud. In her mind, her ability to speak correctly 
to Dove had led to Claudia being patient and civil, to the recording going 
well, and now this truce. 

“But let’s be honest,” Claudia cut in. “I could do better. One more time.” 

“You're the boss!” said Dove. 

It was true: against all of Joe’s misgivings, the two songs Dove 
produced were distinct only in levity and ease. Every other track had a 
more typical creation story (highs and lows, and less laughter). 

When “Never Never” was done, Dove insisted that they come to his 
house for dinner to celebrate. Joe began to politely decline, but Dove said, 
“The food will go to waste if you don’t come.” 

“We've got a big press thing in the morning,” Joe lied. 

“You don’t have to stay all night.” 
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Joe had to bite his tongue: while he could admit they had a good day, 
this was exactly the kind of behavior he hated most about Dove. The 
dinner was an obligation, disguised as an invitation. 


Arriving at the house confirmed that the dinner had been entirely 
premeditated. The food was ready within thirty minutes, and during the 
wait time, there was wine—and sparkling mineral water for Alexis and 
Claudia. (“I would never serve alcohol to minors,” Dove said, 
emphasizing the “serve,” with a wink.) The house was huge and beautiful 
and smelled like it had just been cleaned. The walls were paneled with 
dark wood in a traditional-looking way, but the furniture and shelving 
gave it a modern, expensive feeling. Dove’s dining room was also dark, 
but the table was made of glass, and the chairs were modish. Luckily, 
Dove filled most of the time talking, so Joe ate his food obediently and 
waited for it to end. Joe watched Alexis and Claudia, who seemed too 
comfortable for his liking, but he was trying to be less paranoid. 

Two hours. It was about nine when Joe said, “We really should get going.” 

“So soon?” Dove said. 

“Thanks for dinner.” 

“And thanks for your work on the songs,” Alexis said. 

“Anytime, truly. Let’s get a picture,” Dove said. “You know I have to get 
my pictures. Joe?” Dove held his phone out. Joe took it grudgingly. “One 
with each of you,” Dove said. 

Joe took a photo of Dove and Claudia first. Claudia didn’t even smile, 
just waited dully for Joe to say he was done, and then went behind Joe and 
scrolled her phone. 

Alexis went over. Dove was more than a foot taller than she was. Joe 
held up the phone. Alexis expected to feel Dove’s hand on her shoulder, 
but instead she felt his fingertips. Lightly stroking up and down her back, 
between her shoulder blades, then down along her lower back. She 
stiffened. Had he done the same to Claudia? Alexis couldn’t imagine that 
Claudia would not have flinched and said something if he had. Could Joe 
tell what Dove was doing? 

It seemed like a long time before Joe was done with the picture. He 
handed the phone back to Dove and turned away, toward the dark 
hallway that led to the door, to get out of there. Alexis moved to go after 
him, but Dove stopped her—hand to shoulder. 
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“Let’s make sure it turned out good,” he said. 

“Okay,” Alexis said. 

Dove showed the picture of them together. “Beautiful!” Then he 
showed the one of him and Claudia. “Fine,” he said. “I took a few more.” 

Dove swiped his thumb across the screen. Each successive picture was 
of Alexis during the recording. All below the neck and above the knee. 

“Do you like these?” he said airily. 

Alexis felt frozen. There were at least six pictures of her, cut off at her 
neck, centered around her hips. Joe and Claudia were close by; why did 
they seem so far away? 

“Do you?” Dove repeated. 

“Sure,” she said. 


Alexis was quiet as Joe drove them back to the hotel. The strangest 
combination of feeling was churning in her body: shame, fear, 
embarrassment. Shame at being afraid, when Dove had not really done 
anything to her; shame at how she’d acquiesced to Dove's fingers and 
Dove's strange faceless pictures. She knew it was wrong, though she 
couldn’t quite explain why it was wrong. Embarrassment at how 
confident she’d been at the outset of working with Dove—stupid that 
she’d believed, just a few days ago, that she knew exactly how get a man 
like Dove in her pocket. Now, she could see that she had no idea what 
kind of man Dove was at all. 


“Dove wasn’t that bad,” said Claudia, when she and Alexis talked about 
the dinner the next day. “After everything Joe said I thought he was gonna 
be, like, a tyrant.” 

“It’s nice that Joe cares,” said Alexis. Alexis had not slept well. She was 
reviewing all the things Joe had said about Dove, searching for details she 
had missed, ways she might have predicted this. Had she been capable of 
such naivety because Joe was acting as a shield? What else did Joe protect 
them from? 

“Taking pictures with him was weird, though,” Claudia said. 

Alexis felt a catch in her throat. “Yeah, that was awkward.” 

“Joe’s usually so... nice,” said Claudia. “But I get it. Everyone is pissing 
me off lately. The stupid internet.” Alexis nodded enthusiastically, hoping 
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that Claudia hadn’t intuited the sinking feeling weighing down her 
stomach. She would not tell Claudia. And she could not tell Joe. 


From our distant vantage point, it appears simple. We all know what Alexis 


might have done (asked for help? told anyone, everyone?). But it’s not simple, so 
she didn’t. This is not the last of Dove Cook. 
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IMAGEMAKER 

I can be 

Anything you want 
I can be 

Everything I’m not 


The kind of girl to offer 
Everything she’s got 

Is it exciting to be 
Giving me a shot? 


Wait and see 
No one’s clean 
Hope to god that I’m eighteen 


I caught you zooming in 
Taking pictures of my hips 
Oh I can be 

Anything 

You want 


I can be 

Pretty and falling apart 

I can be 

Your ever-rising favorite star 


I'll play the tease but 

I will never break your heart 
Is it a deal? Is it enough? 

Is it a start? 


Came to say 
I’m not okay 
But I’ll hold on for one more day 


I caught you zooming in 
Taking pictures of my hips 
Oh I can be 

Anything 

You want 


You say I got here fair and square 
But people seem a little scared 
I don’t blame them 

But I kinda hate them 

Can’t let it go 

Imagemaker, tell me please 

To let it go 

Imagemaker, won't you please 
Just let me go 

Imagemaker, the only one 
Who really knows 


Caught you on tiptoe 
Toward my room 
What else am I supposed to do? 


Oh I can be 
(Imagemaker) 
Anything 

(The only one) 

you want 

(Who really knows) 


Ican be 
Anything you want 


Ican be 
Anything you want 


(Songwriters: Claudia T. di Paola / 
Alexis Wolf Weber) 
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IMAGEMAKER (2013) 
Ignore Me 

Precipice 

Tomorrow, Yesterday 
Never Never 
Because I... 

Shadows 

When I Knew You (Briefly) 
On Your Side 

. Easier 

10. Pale Sky 

11. Imagemaker 

12. Last 


3Oe 00) ION. 1 G2 


Released: January 18, 2013 

Recorded: September 14, 2012 - November 28, 2012 
Studio: All or Nothing Studios, Los Angeles, CA 

Label: Emblem 

Producer: Dorian Cook / Frank White / Joseph Masters 


SECURE DESTRUCTION OPEN UP ABOUT FAME WITH 
“IMAGEMAKER” 

@heathersheaven: who wants to talk to me about the meaning behind 
the album cover of imagemaker. fusing together?? yin/yang?? 


#securedestruction #imagemaker 


@difficultloverr_: literally all | want in the whole world are imagemaker 
tour tix. Why are they so much more expensive than NOT? #imagemaker 


@klg_destroyer: @cdpizza yell in my face #securedestruction #CDP 
#areyoutryingtoignoreme 
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@nochilljillx: just saying, it's so cool for us who have been around since 
the youtube channel to see them getting so big. im so proud of them. 
#originaldestroyers 


THE STORY OF THE IMAGEMAKER WORLD TOUR: IN THREE 
PHONE CALLS 


If the first tour was “Not Real,” then the Imagemaker World Tour was as 
real as it got. They were performing in bigger theaters, and even a couple 
of mid-size arenas. Joe had a small team working on publicity, which 
meant a lot of riding around in vans going to interviews. Joe tried to book 
all press on the same day to keep other days free for rehearsal and travel. 
Back-to-back publicity was grueling, but Claudia and Alexis both 
preferred one long stretch of it rather than spreading interviews out over 
several days. Claudia found the questions—which were either the same 
obvious ones or new stupider ones—completely boring, and liked to get 
publicity days over with and forget about them. Alexis knew that the 
headspace she needed to do well in an interview was different from the 
one she needed to perform, and it was hard to switch between them on 
the same day. 

They had their rituals to make those long days more bearable: Claudia’s 
venti black iced coffee and Alexis’s caramel macchiato, climbing into the 
van, Joe breaking down the schedule hour by hour. Alexis posted her 
drink to Instagram—a blurry Claudia flipping off the camera in the 
background—and got a hundred thousand likes. 

Their new tour bus was larger than the NOT bus but consisted of the 
same basic parts. A front lounge, a small kitchenette, a back lounge, and 
bunks. This bus also had one more private bunk area, where Claudia and 
Alexis slept. As a result, they didn’t interact closely with the two road 
crew members on their bus (Jonathan Cross, 29, and Kyle Long, 30). The 
men were polite, occasionally shared food or conversation with Alexis 
and Claudia, but not much else. 

Claudia balked at the strange deference bestowed on her by the crew. 
She often saw them laughing and joking together, but that easy intimacy 
wasn’t extended to her. In their eyes, Claudia could see a kind of glaze, 
mirroring herself back to her. 

“Do Jonathan and Kyle seem kinda roboty to you?” Claudia said. 
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“No,” said Alexis. “I think they’re great.” 

“They don’t talk much.” 

“I mean, they’re here to do their jobs,” Alexis said. 

“T guess,” said Claudia. 

As if to preempt the problems that had cropped up on the NOT tour 
(and perhaps in response to this early difference in opinion about the 
crew), Alexis thought they should spend time alone together every night. 

“So we can just talk and be normal at least once a day,” said Alexis. 

Claudia’s favorite parts of the day were often these moments, when she 
and Alexis were finally back in the private bunks, watching movies and 
joking around. She tried to replicate in the bunks the kind of oasis they’d 
created at the cabin in Utah. The “Home Sweet Home” pillow was 
prominently displayed. She cut out words from newspaper and magazine 
headlines and taped them on the walls to make new phrases (“DON’T 
FORGET TO BREATHE” / “SHUT UR MOUTH” / FUCK YOU!?”). 
Alexis contributed with a part of the wall called the “dream corner,” 
where she cut out images of things that represented their collective 
inspiration. 


Images in the dream corner included: 

e A road with mountains in the distance (taken from a car ad, but 
reminded Alexis of driving in the desert near Las Vegas) 

¢ A beautiful, empty beach (Claudia often talked about living in a place 
where she could walk to the beach) 

e AGrammy award 


Claudia said to Alexis on one of these nights: “I want to dance better.” 
And she meant it. “Can you teach me?” 

The choreographer for the Imagemaker show had once complained to 
a colleague that despite her “gorgeous” height and “enviable” silhouette, 
Claudia di Paola was as gangly and graceless as a newborn giraffe, a 
giraffe who was “determined to never grow up.” Not a very generous 
analysis—Claudia wasn’t so much willfully impaired as inexperienced 
and uncomfortable. And stubborn. She hated teachers and hated 
choreography; hated the way it was possible to move “wrong.” She and 
Alexis didn’t really dance in their shows, what did they need a 
choreographer for? 
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“It’s not about the dancing,” Alexis said. "It’s stage direction. And 
knowing how to move naturally with the music. It’s a good skill." 

Alexis often wished Claudia was more patient with choreography, so 
when Claudia surprised her with this request, she took it on 
enthusiastically. “Of course,” she said. “You got this.” 

And so Alexis taught Claudia a few dance exercises, which they 
practiced every night. Claudia had an easier time learning from Alexis 
than from an authority figure, but mostly the lessons made her feel in awe 
of the way Alexis could move. The exercises looked easy and natural 
when Alexis did them, but Claudia knew that her own attempts didn’t 
look like that. 

When Alexis fell asleep early, Claudia sat up with her headphones in, or 
with her notebook, trying to come up with song ideas—and failing to. 
Sometimes she texted with Mike. When they were on the east coast, he 
was three hours ahead in Las Vegas, sure to be awake. 


Mike: where are u? 

Claudia: I don’t know. On the way to Philadelphia. 

Mike: is your phone going to work in europe? 

Claudia: I don’t know. Someone will help me figure it out though 

Claudia: I’m gonna go to bed now. 

Mike: ok. let me kno about the phone :-) good luck in Philly. Luv that city! Get a 
cheesesteak 4 me! 


On one Friday, Claudia could count the number of real conversations 
she’d had in the entire week on one hand. The most natural she could be 
was when she was with Alexis and Joe, in their bus, alone. This kind of 
isolation had historically made her feel anxious. And it didn’t help that 
Alexis and Joe had more similar daily habits. By the time she was out of 
bed on their off days, Joe and Alexis were already drinking their second 
cups of coffee, in mid-conversation or ensconced silently in their phones. 
They always made extra and left it in the pot for her, but it sometimes 
made her feel like she had more in common with that cupful of lukewarm 
coffee: leftover, incidental. 
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And then there was the show itself. Imagemaker was glass and cut stones; 
refracted light; smooth facets of red, black, and blue crystals. In practical 
terms, that meant a series of videos playing on the screen behind them, 
each song matched to a different tone, color, and stage lighting scheme, as 
well as two outfit changes. Run-throughs and sound checks took longer, 
since there were lights and effects to test, and more movement to master. 
Neither one of them actually had to play an instrument for most of the 
show, with the exception of a special acoustic version of “Gross” where 
Alexis played keyboard and Claudia played guitar about halfway 
through the set. Sergio Cortez and Peter Kingsley were back on drums 
and guitar respectively, and the touring band had been fleshed out with a 
bass guitarist and a synthesizer player (Jenny Alexander and Demetri 
Jones). Claudia still played the Telecaster, even though she didn’t really 
have to. It was something for her to stand behind. 


SECURE DESTRUCTION ON INSPIRATION, 
IMAGEMAKER, AND AIRPORTS 
3/5/2013 
by Jacqueline Lesser 


JL: | heard you spent some in Utah for inspiration. What was that 
experience like? 

AW: After the NOT tour, we needed to get away from reality. We were 
home for like a month or so and we were itching to get back to music. 
We'd been jotting down ideas for stuff while we toured. But we 
needed to feel energized again. 

JL: You jumped back in really fast. 

AW: This is what we love. A month’s break was long enough. 

CDP: It was weird to go back home after touring for months. We had 
to sit down and be like, damn, what happened? Since NOT came out, 
we were just going and going. 

JL: Was the retreat productive? 

AW: Most of the things we wrote in Utah ended up on the album in 
some way. 

JL: Except for the title. 

AW: Right. Claudia had the idea for “Imagemaker” when we were 
already in LA recording. 
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CDP: | had a few lines, but Alexis wrote the rest of the song. 

AW: We had a whole different title planned. But “Imagemaker” just 
fit. 

JL: The cover, too, is pretty striking. 

CDP: It was Alexis’s idea. 

AW: | thought it would be cool to play with the image of it, since we’d 
decided on “Imagemaker” being the title track. 

JL: And it’s a callback to your YouTube channel, right? 

AW: Yeah. | would always wear all black and Claudia wore white. So 
on the cover we did that. 

JL: And you're back to back, and the line between you is really blurry. 
It turns it into an optical illusion. 

AW: It's whatever you want it to be. 

CDP: | think it looks like a weird beetle. 

AW: She always says that. 

JL: It reminds me of a desk lamp. 

CDP: (laughing) 

JL: So the tour! It's a world tour! How is it going? 

AW: We have a couple more shows in the U.S., then we’re leaving for 
Europe. Our first stop is Madrid. 

JL: | saw you in New York last Thursday. It’s a great show. | think the 
people who saw you last year are going to be impressed. What's been 
the biggest change? 

AW: It's a lot more... bells and whistles, | guess. There’s more lights 
and effects and sound production. The NOT tour was pulled together 
on the fly, and it was great, but we had more time to prepare for this 
one. We have a way bigger tour crew. It’s actually two buses of stuff. 
CDP: The biggest difference is the people. Before it was one bus with 
one small crew. 

AW: We have more resources for this tour. 

CDP: Alexis and me and our manager and sometimes some other 
people ride together, and then everyone else rides separately. It’s 
more space and privacy. But there's pros and cons to both. 

JL: | heard you prefer to take the bus instead of fly? 

AW: Definitely. 

CDP: Yup. 

JL: Why? 
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CDP: Because being famous in airports sucks. We wear hats and big 
sweaters. Once someone finds out you're famous in an airport, the 
whole thing goes to hell. Our manager has this code word when he 
thinks someone recognizes us. But airports already suck, and we're 
trying to make a flight! 

JL: What's the code word? 

CDP: If we tell you, it won't be a code anymore. 

AW: It's JacquelineLesser. That's the code. We love you. 

CDP: (laughing) It’s not, it’s not. 


The first phone call: 
From an editor at Moment Magazine, for Joe Masters. 


Moment wanted to do a full cover feature on Secure Destruction. 

A Moment Magazine feature had always been a huge boon for new 
artists. Some careers had blown up practically overnight after the 
magazine covered them. Joe did have concerns that the influence of 
magazines was waning, but nothing had come along to replace Moment. 
The spot was too loaded with implicit value for him to be anything less 
than ecstatic when it was official. He hung up the phone and punched 
the air. 

Alexis was amused. Aggressive movements like that were unusual 
for Joe. 

“Hell yeah,” he said. 

“So we got it?” Claudia said. 

“Yup. Friday at 2.” 

It was Tuesday. The three of them would have to fly all the way to 
California, and then back to Philadelphia, before leaving for Europe on 
Sunday night. 

“This is the biggest thing we’ve ever gotten,” Joe said. 

“Meanwhile, the internet is mad over that thing Claudia said about 
being famous in airports,” said Alexis. 

“It’s true, damnit,” said Claudia. 

“You shouldn’t even pay attention,” said Joe. 

“You're supposed to care about our reputation,” said Alexis. 

“I do. But the buzz also might be why Moment Magazine called, so I’m 
fine with it. Nothing those people say actually matters.” 
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“See, you care too much what people think,” Claudia said to Alexis. 
“You're banned from Twitter. Give it.” 

“Fine.” 

Alexis passed her phone to Claudia. 

A new pattern was beginning. Alexis online. She and Claudia were 
newly verified on Instagram and Twitter, and had had an entire “social 
media and press training” session with their publicist before the tour. 
The publicist said that people wanted to see glimpses into the casual 
moments of their daily lives, but Alexis already knew this from 
experience. As a preteen, she had scoured the internet for even the 
smallest bit of information about her music obsessions (My Chemical 
Romance, The Killers, Avril Lavigne). Shitty quality magazine scans, 
blurry image files, the occasional piece of gold: a high-resolution 
photoshoot gallery or a rare photo from pre-fame days. Personally, 
Alexis thought that her consistency on social media was at least half of 
the reason people were buzzing about them, as much to thank for the 
Moment Magazine feature as Claudia’s drama. 


The last three posts on Alexis’s Instagram were: 

e Her navy Converse high tops, crossed at the ankle, on the couch in the 
front lounge. Caption: on the road again 

¢ A cheesesteak in hand. Standing on a sidewalk, Claudia in the street in 
front of her at a distance, back to the camera. Caption: when in philly 

¢ Joe on his phone. Caption: dead to the world 


Alexis had about 300,000 followers on Instagram, which was still 


rather modest. 


That would change soon enough. 


—121— 


— secure destruction — 


MOMENT MAGAZINE 
4/2/2012 


THE PRODIGY AND THE PUNK: 
MEET SECURE DESTRUCTION 


| first heard the name Secure Destruction sometime last year, when my 
daughter's friends were over. The words stood out. | think | said 
something like: 


"Who's destroying what, now?" 


To which my daughter, then 14, rolled her eyes and said: "Secure 
Destruction. They're a band. You don’t know about them already?" As 
a professional music writer, | can’t say her words didn’t sting. | found 
out more. When | read up on Secure Destruction last year, they were 
fledgling: one album, which did pretty well, and an ambitious national 
tour. | didn’t feel so bad. | hadn't missed anything yet. 


But teenagers have always been at the cutting edge of taste in pop. 
Within the following eight months, it would become impossible to 
know about the trends in the genre without knowing Secure 
Destruction. With the release of their second album, they're still 
chasing household status, but have undoubtedly solidified themselves 
as the newest entrants into pop consciousness. 


Secure Destruction is Alexis Wolf (19) and Claudia di Paola (20), Las 
Vegas natives who got their start posting videos on YouTube as high 
school students. When they were seniors, they secured a manager, 
and by graduation, a record deal. The label probably hoped for a 
meteoric teen-sensation-style rise, which didn’t exactly happen (for 
one thing, they were already too old). But this could turn out to be a 
blessing in disguise. Success at 20 may be more manageable, 
psychically, than success at 16. 


There's a popular, simplistic version of the Secure Destruction story: a 
story of opposites-attract. Their dichotomy in “look” is played up, 
even by them. Press photos like dress them identically or inversely. But 
di Paola and Wolf actually have a lot in common, which shouldn't be a 
surprise, since they've been best friends since preteenagerdom. Music 
taste is a predominant shared interest, but there are others. When | 
talk to them together, | notice that their interests and behaviors seem 
to meld together; as is common in close childhood friendships. But it’s 
taken to a slightly higher degree with Wolf and di Paola—now young 
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adults, experiencing a rare form of young adulthood together. Can 
you imagine starting your first job as the close coworker of your 
middle school confidant? Maybe it happens, but it can’t be very often. 


| decided early on to change the standard procedure of profiles on 
Secure Destruction. | was going to interview them separately. And | 
was not going to ask them about each other. 


So let's meet them. 


A series of photoshoots: 

Claudia and Alexis sit on stools side by side. A gray toned backdrop. Alexis 
wears white pants and Claudia wears purple pants. Their legs crossed over each 
other's; Claudia, Alexis, Claudia, Alexis; purple, white, purple, white. Matching 
black t-shirts and matching black shoes. Alexis looks at the camera with the hint 
of a smile on her face, Claudia rests her chin in her palm, looking to the side. 


THE PRODIGY 


"| wanted to do something great," Alexis Wolf says. "For as long as | 
can remember, even as a kid. | didn’t just want to do things. | wanted 
to do great things." 


Wolf is a warm presence: when she enters the room (which is a rather 
bland office at the Emblem Records headquarters), she shakes my hand 
as if | were interviewing her for a job, and not writing a profile all about 
her. 


Wolf's parents—Daniel and Irene Weber—were crucial supporters from 
the start. "She would be in her room, so quiet, for hours. Then she’d 
bring me five poems. She amazed me," Irene Weber said when | asked 
her over the phone about her daughter's early talent. "She amazed 
everyone. The other parents used to ask me how they could help their 
kids be more like her. She was so engaged and driven. | told them | had 
no idea." 


Homeschooling was essential to Wolf's development, according to her. 
“From age three to age thirteen, all my learning was geared towards 
things | cared about. No busywork or grades. | had plenty of time to 
work on music and art." 


But she decided in eighth grade to begin attending the local public 
middle school. | ask her why she stopped homeschool. 
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"It's hard to say. | was so young,” she says. “If | had been my mom, | 
probably would have said no. But | really wanted to have experiences 
with people my age without my parents. And | watched a lot of kids’ 
shows that took place in schools, so | thought it looked fun." 


Her mother tells me that she was worried public school would impact 
Wolf's ability to be creative, but Wolf herself never thought twice about 
it. 


"| actually felt like it would be good for my creativity. My friends in 
homeschool were great, but a lot of them were older than me, and also 
had family and church and tons of other things in their lives. | thought 
it would be so great to go to a school where kids just had to, | don’t 
know, go to school. You know?" 


Creativity by constraint seems to be a throughline for Wolf. She comes 
across confident, undaunted by barriers, statistics, or other people's 
opinions. How does she keep such a cool head? 


“I'm probably more...” She pauses. “I’m probably more nervous than | 
seem. But it’s not that hard for me to put it in perspective. | think 
Claudia is a big help. I'll tell her what | really need to hear myself. She 
always catches me, though. Claudia isn’t phased by anything.” 


About fame, Wolf is untroubled, but it sounds a little rehearsed. | can 
sense her choosing her words carefully. 


"| feel so lucky that | get the chance to do this at all. | know this kind of 
thing doesn’t last forever, and can change overnight. But I’m gonna do 
as much as | can while | have the opportunity.” 


Canned responses aside, Wolf's cautious and thoughtful way of 
speaking will certainly be a benefit to her, should the attention turn out 
to last longer than the allotted fifteen minutes. 


What's your next goal? 
“My goals list is super long. | try to make sure |’m always going toward 
one of them.” 


But when | ask if she can tell me one of those goals, Wolf is suddenly 


tight-lipped, which | don’t find surprising. “I don’t like to tell anyone 
what's on the list before I've done it.” 
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What's something people don’t know about you? 
“| think people assume making friends is easy for me, but that’s not 
true. | hope that our fans know that it's OK if they have trouble, because 
it’s hard for everyone, even me.” 


Claudia on the viewer's right, holding a white Telecaster up and over her shoulder 
by the neck. Black skinny jeans and a gray zip-up hoodie. Alexis on the left, 
positioned slightly in front of Claudia, holding a cordless microphone in her right 
hand, down at her side. Ripped blue jeans and a white t-shirt. Expressions 
somewhere between serious and bored. No smiling. 


THE PUNK 


Claudia di Paola is impossible to miss. She’s 5'10", with long, straight, 
black-brown hair and heavy-lidded eyes. The first thing | ask her when 
we sit down is "Do you get recognized a lot?" She smiles—which 
softens her look considerably—and shrugs. She says, "| mean, people 
usually see me first." 


But the recognition has only just begun: for now, according to di Paola, 
it happens maybe twice a week. 


“It's cool, but it can be awkward. The fans, like, take it so seriously... | 
don't know. They get really freaked out.” 


She sits with her knees up, then shifts to legs crossed on the chair; her 
demeanor an unusual combination of restless and nonchalant. | wonder 
if di Paola is convinced about the seriousness of any of this. | ask her, to 
which she gives an exasperated grimace. I've annoyed her by not 
understanding. “No, not at all. | don’t know why | keep having to tell 
people that | am serious. It’s a totally different kind of serious, though. 
Being serious about the music is different from some girl who can’t 
even look at you without crying.” 


| apologize, and tell her that | didn’t mean to suggest that. 


“It's okay,” she says, shrugging again, shifting her weight to the side 
again. “It's kind of a thing in my life.” 
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Di Paola was raised by her mother and stepfather. | couldn't get in 
touch with them for this piece. | ask her if they are supportive of Secure 
Destruction. 


“Uh, not really?” She laughs. “I mean, they didn't, like, try to force me 
to stop. They came out to see the NOT show. But they aren't, like, 
excited. Or maybe they just don’t care. | don’t know. It's fine though. 
When we were starting out, Alexis’s mom helped whenever we needed 
ty’ 


As a kid, di Paola says music was an obsessive pastime. She is entirely 
self-taught on the guitar; spending long afternoons and evenings 
playing in her room. But until she met Alexis, she never thought about 
it as a career. 


"| literally never thought about careers,” she says, with a smirk. “I had 
no idea what | was gonna do with my life.” 


| ask her if what she’s going to do with her life seems more clear now. 
She shakes her head no, immediately. “| think it's bad to try to plan for 
everything. Who knows what will happen? I’m glad me and Alexis get 
to do this, though. It’s better than anything else | had going. Which was 
fucking nothing, honestly.” 


| ask her what she means by that. 


“Like... | didn’t have anything else going for me. My grades were not 
great. | don’t know what | would have done after high school if Secure 
Destruction hadn't happened. | don’t really think about it, but 
sometimes it hits me how different things would have been.” 


What's your next goal? 
Claudia blows out her cheeks and looks up at the ceiling. “I try not to 
have any goals,” she says, finally. 


But surely there’s something you want out of this? 
“Yeah, | want to make music. That's basically it though.” 


What's something people don’t know about you? 
“Tons of stuff. [I get the sense that di Paola is a little proud of this.] But 
maybe a big one is that I’m actually a really patient person.” 


Are you phased by anything? 
"Uh... | guess not?” 
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Back to back. Claudia smiles without teeth, looking down, Alexis is grinning 
as if she were about to start laughing, eyes angled up and back, looking at 
Claudia. (In this series of promotional photos, there’s one where they are linking 
arms, another where they are holding hands, but the magazine decided not to go 
with either of those.) 


@alexiswolfw: leaving the states for the first time, see you soon europe 
<3 


Madrid, Spain 


The signs everywhere, with the exception of the airport, were in Spanish. 
Claudia felt unexpectedly lost without English. The trees in Spain seemed 
different. The sky seemed different. She couldn’t go anywhere without a 
guide, which made her feel tethered; sort of trapped. 

Their tour bus was different, too, mostly in a good way. It was larger: 
two levels of bunks, and the entire top level was private for Alexis and 
Claudia. The bunks also had windows—a welcome new perk. The bottom 
level of bunks housed Joe, Jonathan, Kyle, and their new crew member for 
Europe: Georgie. 

Claudia found herself drawn to Georgie. Of course, she didn’t dare do 
anything about it. But she watched him. Wished he would speak to her 
with the same conversational tone he used to speak to Jonathan and Kyle. 
Waved if she passed him in the front lounge, as he descended to the lower 
bunks and she ascended to the top. 

A little too high up, watching the road going by through the window of 
her bunk. She placed the Home Sweet Home pillow in the vacant bed 
below hers. Why have vacant bunks at all? Why not just fill them with 
people? In the U.S. leg of the tour, their room was comfortable and 
private, but not so glaringly apart from the others. 

Alexis luxuriated in the space, the largest amount of space they’d ever 
had on tour. Claudia didn’t want Alexis to worry (mostly because she 
knew that if Alexis was worrying, Claudia would feel the pressure of her 
scrutiny as she constantly looked for signs of Claudia’s distress). She 
didn’t want to bog down their time together with her erratic moods. The 
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nights with Alexis were still the most fun part. On a bad day, the only 
fun part. 

She still wondered—not every day, but sometimes—why Alexis didn’t 
seem to mind how alone they always were, even on a bus full of people. 


On the first day in Spain, it was raining. Alexis sat in their new front 
lounge, getting acquainted with the space and watching the rain. So far, 
the only downside was that the kitchen was on the lower level. On their 
American bus, the kitchen had been right next to the front lounge. 

Alexis watched the rain and scrolled her phone. She was not feeling 
well—the change in time had wreaked havoc on her already irregular 
eating habits. Social media didn’t help. She knew she peered into the real- 
time chatter about Secure Destruction more than she should. She’d 
received an explosion of followers since the Moment Mag feature. Now 
her Instagram had nearly a million followers. When she hit the half- 
million milestone, she’d told Joe and Claudia, but they didn’t give her the 
reaction she’d wanted. Claudia was candid about her hatred of the 
internet, and Joe only cared when internet trends could be utilized for 
more specific and intentional PR. 

They knew she was looking at all the opinions, but they didn’t know 
how often. And, really, it was in her nature to become easily preoccupied 
with evidence of approval. Don’t forget—this was the same girl who, as a 
child, was accustomed to a steady stream of positive reinforcement for the 
most minute accomplishment. As a result, she craved feedback, but also 
never trusted it; a loop of seeking and doubting. On social media, this 
approval was more flagrant and constant than any before. How could she 
resist? Someone was always trying to get her attention on Twitter. 


Hi alexis, my name is Trish and I’m coming to your show in london next 
month. my little sister is such a huge fan it would mean the world to her 
if you could sign something for her?? Any chance?? @alexiswolfw 
@securedestructionofficial #imagemaker 


Who else thinks alexis wolf looks kinda like reese witherspoon? 
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Today i learned Alexis Wolf is really an average height, she just looks 
short because Claudia di Paola is 5’10. So yea, she is actually flawless if 
you were wondering 


Alexis would never admit it, but she sometimes went down a compulsive 
hole of looking at pictures of herself. Random candids posted by fans, 
official photoshoot pictures, the ones she posted on her own accounts. At 
the end of a binge like this, she always felt gross. Especially if she saw 
videos of herself taken by fans. The candid videos were much worse than 
the photos. To have to watch how she held her face—how she looked in 
motion—to the rest of the world. 
And then there was the hate. 


Ever seen Alexis Wolf make that stupid lips pursing face? She does it over 
and over again in interviews it's so annoying. 


Unpopular opinion but i think imagemaker is kind of a sellout album and 
i miss secure destruction from the not and youtube days :/ 


If she looked at anything for too long—praise or criticism—she emerged 
feeling hollow. Momentarily pointless. But she could easily reverse this 
feeling by posting something (anything, but a selfie was most effective) 
and watching the love pour in. 


We all find ways to cope. 


First, Claudia bought a laptop. One of the expensive 17-inch MacBook 
Pros with the extra specs and the extended warranty. Why not? Then she 
used that laptop to buy gold matte over-ear headphones ($470). And 
new boots ($1500). 

She knew it was unlike her, awake in her bunk at night with her laptop 
on her chest, scrolling through clothing online. But she’d always had 
ideas of how she might dress, she’d just never had any money before. 
Who could blame her? 
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Berlin, Germany 


“It doesn’t really matter where we are, does it?” Claudia said. 

Backstages, hotel rooms, and crowds can only look so different. Certain 
venues had nicer bathrooms. Some even had a shower. Showers were 
difficult to come by; even though the bus technically had one, it never 
worked right. Alexis often wore two french braids to hide that her hair 
wasn’t washed. Claudia dumped a water bottle or two over her head and 
performed with her hair in wet cords—for the early parts of the show, 
when it was still dripping, fans in the front row bragged to their followers 
and friends: water from Claudia’s hair landed on my face! 

There were more people, more places, but somehow Claudia still felt 
herself contracting, as if she were being made smaller and smaller. As if 
she was walking around with the sounds of life always partially muffled 
by headphones (sometimes this was literal and true). But when she felt 
like she should be somewhere completely—when she ought to be able to 
hear—she was half gone. Despite the fact that every place they went was 
brand new, she was best acquainted with the walls around her bunk. 
Despite the people upon people she met every week, many of whom were 
fans declaring their devotion to her, she still only actually saw Alexis and 
Joe (and Georgie, of course). 

In Berlin, they saw a massive advertisement of themselves hanging 
from the venue, the image folding and becoming distorted by the wind, 
so it just said “IMAGMR” and it looked like Claudia’s face was bent in on 
itself. 

“That's creepy,” said Claudia. 

“Now you know what you'd look like if someone cut out the middle of 
your face and pushed the two sides together,” said Alexis. 

“Thanks, now it’s even creepier,” said Joe. 

Alexis laughed. The poster righted itself with the next gust. 

If Claudia felt herself contracting when confronted with a many-times- 
larger than life image of herself, Alexis had an opposite reaction. Because 
Alexis had always been partially located outside herself, to find her there 
again was not surprising or disturbing. Instead, it was proof. The 
massiveness and force of it only tripled-confirmed the rumor that Alexis 
Wolf might in fact be real. And not just the version she inhabited, but the 
one she imagined, too. 
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Paris, France 


So what is there to be afraid of? 

Usually, Secure Destruction fans were reverent to a fault, hardly able to 
keep from trembling in the presence of Claudia or Alexis. This kind of fan 
still made Claudia uncomfortable. Alexis was much better with them. She 
offered hugs and encouragement and photos. 

After the Paris show, things went normally at first. They finished the 
official meet and greet and went outside to sign autographs for an eager 
crowd who had waited an hour and half after the show. Claudia and 
Alexis were escorted into the chilly spring night by a few security guys 
from the venue. The road crew was still packing up and Joe was busy 
elsewhere. 

Alexis was distracted (we'll find out why soon). 

Claudia, accustomed to relying on Alexis’s vigilance, was checking her 
phone for shipping details on a leather jacket with blood-red lining 
($2000). 

It was past midnight and everyone was exhausted, so perhaps that was 
why no one noticed the man getting too close. That is, until he reached out 
and snatched Alexis’s left forearm. 

A frozen moment. Claudia dropped her phone and it was leapt on by a 
small hoard of girls. No time seemed to pass as Alexis stared at the man. 
Alexis would remember that he was wearing a gray beanie and Secure 
Destruction T-shirt. His fingers dug hard into her arm and she couldn’t 
break free. She couldn’t believe how strong he was. She would remember 
that he looked much older than the other fans present—except for his 
eyes, which were wide, somehow youthful. 

Then he yanked Alexis toward him, and a girl shrieked. Everyone 
seemed to move at once after that. “Hey!” said someone else—Claudia— 
as she grabbed onto Alexis’s other arm. The venue security stumbled into 
action, but not before the man managed to pull a hair band off Alexis’s 
wrist. He left two long scratches down her arm as he was dragged off of 
her; from his fingernails. Two guards tried to pin him, but he wrestled free 
and bolted. The guards’ chase was futile. 

The crowd was dispersed by back-up security. Claudia’s phone was 
returned by a kind fan, but with a crack in the screen, and a bunch of 
blurry selfies of strangers. 
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Back inside the venue, the shallow scratches on Alexis’s arm bubbled 
up a little with blood. 

“Jesus Christ,” said Claudia. 

“It’s okay,” said Alexis. 

“The guy said he was going to get a first aid kit,” said Claudia. 

“Let’s just go.” 

“Are you sure?” said Claudia. 

“Yeah. I want to go back to the bus.” 

“Joe’s gonna freak out,” said Claudia. 

(Joe freaked out. The next day he was on the phone, ripping 
somebody a new one about irresponsibly lax security measures and 
making litigious threats.) 

Claudia and Alexis couldn't sleep. They stayed awake and drank beer 
lying on bunks across from each other. Claudia was on her third, Alexis 
finished one and half of another. 

“Want more?” Claudia said. 

“I had enough.” 

“You can’t be drunk.” 

“No,” Alexis said. “I don’t think I’ve ever been drunk.” 

“Never?” said Claudia. 

“T’ve been tipsy, but not actually drunk.” 

“You should do it.” 

Alexis rolled her eyes. 

“We're off tomorrow!” 

“T don’t wanna embarrass myself.” 

“Tt’s just me.” 

Alexis shrugged. 

As mentioned, she was distracted that evening. The previous night, 
she’d had a strange encounter on the bus’s cramped staircase. With Joe. 
He was going upstairs, she was coming down. It was late. She had already 
been asleep for an hour, had woken up parched and grudgingly rolled out 
of her bunk to refill her water bottle, half-dazed from sleep. Joe was 
wearing plaid pajama pants. She let him go up first. As he tried to inch 
past her in the dark she stared at his chest, gaze drifted down his legs. 
Under plaid pajama pants. She felt the urge to wrap her arms around him, 
which she resisted, and then he was gone. 

“You deserve it,” said Claudia. 
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It was the combination of the moment with Joe, the fan, and the sense 
that she deserved it that finally got her to take the third drink. 


“T just wonder—like—do people really get it? Like that guy. I don’t 
want him to be our fan. What if lots of people like us for shitty 
reasons?” said Claudia. 

“I don’t think it matters,” Alexis said. 

“But if people don’t get it, then what’s the point?” 

“You just do something, and people like it for whatever stupid reason 
they want. That guy’s crazy, but it’s not like he’s all people.” 

“I can’t believe you can say that. It was only four hours ago.” 

“I mean, I hate that he has one of my hair ties. But there’s nothing I can 
do about it.” 

“T guess.” 

Silence. 

“Hey, Claudia.” 

“What?” 

“Do you know any guys you could introduce me to?” 

“What?” 

“Nevermind.” 

“Does Alexis Weber want a boyfriend? Oh my god. This is crazy.” 

“T don’t want a boyfriend. I want, like, practice.” 

“You're asking me if I know any practice guys? Should I be offended?” 

“Nevermind.” 

“I’m kidding. That’s just not what I thought you were gonna say.” 

“T know.” 

“Wish I could help. But I know all the same people you do. You could 
try to seduce Georgie. So far he doesn’t have any interest in me. You’d 
probably have better luck.” 

“I’m nineteen and I haven't kissed anyone since I was in high school.” 

“You've been kinda busy since then.” 

“T know.” 

Alexis went quiet. Even swayed by the alcohol, she could keep the thing 
about Joe to herself. Claudia thought she was just embarrassed. 

“You're Alexis Wolf,” said Claudia. “You’re a goddamn famous 
superstar and everyone falls in love with you immediately. You could find 
a guy in five seconds. I’ll help you if you want.” 
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“Maybe when the tour’s over.” 


After that night, they hired a personal security manager. Essentially a 
bodyguard (Markus Carlsson, 44). 


A headline: 
SINGER ALEXIS WOLF ASSAULTED BY FAN AFTER PARIS CONCERT 


Missed Call - Mom (11) 


Irene: Ru okay? I read this horrible thing on the news. Is that true? 
Irene: I’m trying to call u. 

Alexis: I’m really fine, they blew it out of proportion 

Alexis: sorry i didn’t answer 

Alexis: it was like 3 am here when you called 

Irene: Ok. can we talk? Are you sure you're okay? 

Alexis: I’m fine 

Alexis: i can’t talk right now though 

Alexis: I’m just tired 


London, England 
Unexpected challenges arise. 


It started with a viral image of Claudia. Arrows pointed to each part of 
Claudia’s outfit and labeled with how much the item cost. 


@ak.princesa: i said ages ago that claudia was gonna let the fame get to 
her head and start changing... everyone said it was gonna be alexis but i 


could just tell with her 


@_live.love.lindsay_: are we surprised?? We've known for a long time that 
she's pretentious and this is just more proof 


@KateAnnMichaels7: Omg leave CDPALONE 
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@ctdipaola: Are you really that mad about someone u dont know 
buying an expensive jacket?? What does that have to do with u? And 
guess what, i can afford it, so bite me. 


@ctdipaola: This shit is way too out of hand on here. 


@ctdipaola: Don’t you have anything better to do? maybe your lives 
would be less boring if you did something with them besides waste your 
time on here 


@ctdipaola: peace out bitches 


SECURE DESTRUCTION'S SECRETS? 
6/14/2013 


What's wrong with Secure Destruction’s Claudia di Paola? Since di 
Paola, 20, became violently ill on stage in London last week, new 
details have emerged to signal that all may not be “secure” in Secure 
Destruction’s world. A source close to the situation said that di Paola’s 
behavior has become increasingly erratic since the start of Secure 
Destruction’s world tour for their second studio album, 
IMAGEMAKER. Spending wild amounts of money on clothes and 
tech, sources say the second half of the duo (Alexis Wolf) doesn’t even 
trust her to have a credit card. Fans have noticed the change in di 
Paola as well, leading ultimately to a heated Twitter rant from di Paola. 
Another source, who preferred to remain anonymous, says that di 
Paola has a dangerous taste for booze, which could suggest a reason 
for last week's spectacle—and the social media firestorm. 


A representative for the group said that they were deeply disturbed by 
the rumors and that they have no factual basis. 


When we spoke to Alexis Wolf, she said it was all “just gossip,” but di 
Paola was conspicuously not present to speak for herself. 
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Claudia did get sick on stage in London, but her illness was caused by 
food poisoning that had also put Kyle out of commission that night. She’d 
thought she was well enough to perform. It was bad timing. 

“Why would they jump immediately to me being an alcoholic?” 
said Claudia. 

Alexis, Joe, and Claudia were all in the front lounge of the bus. Joe and 
Alexis were next to each other on the couch. Claudia was standing, too 
wound up to sit down. 

“They just say whatever sounds the most interesting,” said Joe. 

“That's bullshit,” said Claudia. She glanced at Alexis, who hadn’t said 
much. Claudia felt nervous—nervous that she was misunderstood 
publicly, of course, but mostly nervous because she had the urge to 
defend herself to Alexis. 

“It’s a tabloid,” said Joe. “It will run its course, and everyone will forget 
about it. Any news is good news for the most part. But maybe try not to 
give anyone shit on Twitter for a while.” 

Alexis nodded, but said nothing. 

Claudia’s defensiveness shifted to disdain. She didn’t need to stand 
there with their judgment bearing down on her. She left the front lounge, 
muttering an excuse. 

When she was gone, Joe sat in silence with Alexis. Waiting. 

“I don’t want to be mad at her,” Alexis said, finally. “But I am.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I don’t know why she’s surprised. It’s their job to do stuff like 
this. We’re under a microscope.” 

“That’s true.” 

“She basically gave them a free story. I don’t get why she had to lash out 
at people. And I told her if she was still feeling sick that we could come up 
with another plan for the show.” 

“To be fair, no one can predict what a tabloid will grab onto.” 

“I know. That’s why I don’t want to be mad. But they lie no matter 
what, so don’t give them anything else to talk about.” 

Joe nodded. 

“And it sucks that this is all they’re gonna say about us,” said Alexis. 
“Especially right at the end of the tour.” 

“Try to go easy on her. Most people aren’t like you.” 

“What do you mean?” 


— 136 — 


— mariah eppes — 


“People aren’t... prepared like you are. They don’t think through all the 
consequences,” said Joe. He smiled. “I mean it as a compliment.” 

Alexis didn’t know whether to take it as one. Was the person Joe 
described really who she was, someone who thought through all the 
consequences, who always did the right thing? It was probably a good 
way to be. She wasn’t the one being gossiped about. But she didn’t want 
to be the kind of person who blindly followed the world’s invisible 
rulebook. She could feel how others’ opinions weighed on her, even 
people she didn’t know. She could feel people’s opinions about Claudia 
weighing on her, too. She didn’t want to hold herself to anonymous 
approval. That definitely wasn’t the right thing to do. 

And she knew her real feelings didn’t always align with the propriety 
of her actions. She smiled back at Joe. 

“Thanks,” she said, feeling the impulse to reach out and touch him. 


The second phone call: 
From Joe Masters, for Alexis Wolf. 


The three days off in preparation for the final tour date in Manchester 
were quiet. Claudia and Alexis were still circling the rift between them 
since the London show. Joe booked hotel rooms to allow them some time 
and space away from the bus (which gave them an excuse to stop 
meeting in the evening). 

Joe took a rare day off to visit a friend who lived in a suburb of London. 
Alexis felt his absence, being used to spending the morning—if not most 
of the day—with him. Claudia’s room was right next to hers, but she 
knew Claudia wouldn’t be up until at least 10:30 on a vacation day. So she 
stayed in bed and watched HGTY, resisted texting Joe to wish him a nice 
visit. 

Since the incident in Paris, Joe’s attentiveness toward her had taken on 
a new shade of meaning. When she saw him after it happened, he had 
already been told. She and Claudia were in the front lounge on the couch. 
Claudia gently held Alexis’s injured arm, dabbed at the scratches with a 
cotton ball dipped in hydrogen peroxide. Alexis heard the door close and 
pounding up the short staircase—then Joe appeared. 

“Are you okay?” he said. Stricken. Alexis thought he looked worse than 
she did. 
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“It’s really not a big deal,” Alexis said. 

“Motherfucker dug his nails into her,” said Claudia. 

Alexis didn’t hate the attention bestowed on her by her two favorite 
people in the world, even at the cost of some leftover adrenaline still 
making her anxious, and the memory of the man’s unnerving wide eyes. 
Joe sat behind Claudia and watched her apply four Band-Aids across the 
worst parts of the scratches. 

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there,” Joe said. 

“Just glad it wasn’t worse,” Claudia mumbled. 

“There was nothing anyone could do,” said Alexis. 

“I would have done something,” Joe said quietly. 


Alexis (12:07 PM): Hungry? 
Claudia (12:09 PM): Oh, i just ordered room service 
Alexis (12:12 PM): kk 


Around 6:30, Alexis’s phone rang. 
“Hi,” she said. 
“Hey,” said Joe. “Getting the train back soon. Thought I’d let you 
know.” 
“Cool! I—” 
“—and see how your day went.” 
“Sorry.” 
“Sorry, go ahead.” 
“Nothing, I was just gonna say that my day was pretty boring.” 
“Boring’s nice sometimes.” 
“It was nice. Watched a lot of House Hunters. What about you?” 
“Tt was great. We went to a garden.” 


In the next room, Claudia was in bed, texting Mike. 


Mike: Hey there. Mom and I wanted to check in. One more show? What's the 
plan after that? 

Claudia: hi. and no, i don’t have a drinking problem if that’s what you're hearing 
about me 

Mike: Not hearing anything in particular... Just want u to know u can always 
talk to us. 
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Claudia: yeah one more show in manchester. I guess we'll go back to LA after 
Mike: We’d like to visit u down there. 
Claudia: ok. 


Claudia’s feelings about her public humiliation were intense, but 
contradictory. She had always scorned the running commentary of both 
their fans and their haters, held little regard for the opinions of people 
who were irrelevant and beneath her. Yet, she couldn’t tolerate the idea 
that these same irrelevant people had created such a widespread false 
representation of who she was. And so she held both grudges: she wrote 
off mass opinion as trivial, but fumed under the perpetuation of the lies. 


“Oh, this is the stop,” said Joe. 

“Wow, already?” Alexis said. 

“Guess I’ll see you in twenty minutes or so.” 
“Ha. Good.” 

“Am?” 

“Nothing, see you soon.” 


Call time: 1 hour, 37 minutes, 14 seconds. 


When they were back on the road to Manchester, Claudia dozed in her 
bunk and listened to music. She was ready to go home. Wherever that 
would be when they returned to California. Had vague half-dreams of 
Mike and Leticia visiting her there. 

In a regular moment, after finally waking up, leaving the bunks to go 
down to the kitchen, Claudia offhandedly glanced toward the front 
lounge. She only saw Alexis’s feet, folded up on the couch. She was 
probably staring out the window, a common habit. Claudia never knew 
how Alexis could sit in silence like that for so long, how the landscape— 
which never changed much—could sustain her attention. 

Then, suddenly, she wanted to apologize for what happened at the 
London show. She knew she was wrong. Ever since she posted the Twitter 
rant she’d wished she hadn’t, but also resisted the double shame that 
would occur if she deleted the posts. She didn’t want to be the cause of 
bad PR for Secure Destruction. She really did want Alexis to know she 
was sorry. 
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As she crossed into the front lounge, Claudia saw another shape on the 
couch next to Alexis and reflexively jumped. For the first time, she 
realized that she’d been anticipating catching them together in some 
injudicious act. But when she looked again, she saw that Joe and Alexis 
were both asleep. Alexis pressed against his side, tucked under his arm, 
which he’d draped around her shoulders. Her face was slack, Claudia 
could tell she wasn’t faking it because her lips were parted. Joe’s head was 
tilted back and to the side, supported by his cheek against Alexis’s hair. 
Claudia found that men slept so entirely, unaware of their bodies, 
whereas she always covered her mouth with a blanket or sweater sleeve 
to prevent any open-mouthed unconsciousness, to catch any drool. Men 
just didn’t seem to expect that anyone would look at them. 

Claudia looked at him. So, what, was he into Alexis now? The thought 
of them together was pretty gross, almost incestuous; Joe was like their 
much older brother or young uncle. And their friend. Were Claudia’s two 
closest friends keeping some incredible secret from her? If that was true, 
then Alexis’s judgment after the London show felt even more unfair. 
Fucking your manager was objectively worse than being rude online, or 
even drinking too much. 

Despite the gratifying anger the idea allowed her, she didn’t really 
believe that Alexis was fucking Joe. Not Alexis, who got anxious at the 
thought of wrangling a practice guy, who wouldn’t even be caught dead 
flirting with a roadie. 

So what was she looking at? The only definite conclusion Claudia could 
make was confirmation of what she’d known for ages. Alexis was outside 
her somehow. Wherever she was, she was taking Joe there sometimes. 
Like those childhood injustices that Claudia had let fade away—sharing 
music with Jenny Collins, the real nature of her relationship with Ben 
Fahlgren. Before, she had taken some kind of pleasure in Alexis’s secrets, 
but now they forced Claudia to question whether Alexis was hiding 
important things. (A brief uncovering of a more deeply buried insecurity: 
that Alexis was determined only to be this, this thing that they’d become 
together. Secure Destruction. That it could have been anyone standing 
next to Alexis, it just happened to be Claudia.) She hated having to guess 
and mistrust. She knew she would be devastated if Alexis was lying to 
her. She could feel the prickling edge of that devastation, when she 
imagined it. It made her furious. It made her attempts at a creative 
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atmosphere in their bunk space seem ridiculous. Her new clothes, 
learning to dance—anything that contributed to the image of Claudia as a 
musician, as an artist, was suddenly cast in a shadow of absurdity. 


Manchester, England 


Upon arriving in Manchester, there was good news. 

“Great news,” said Joe. 

He got them a spot on The Abby Wallace Show, a popular British talk 
show. An interview and a short performance. 

“Amazing!” Alexis said. 

Claudia watched Alexis and Joe high-five. They were in a van, on their 
way to an Emblem affiliate office in Manchester. It was raining. Claudia 
folded her arms, looked out the window, and did not partake in any 
celebration. 

Joe and Alexis exchanged glances, but said nothing. 


Claudia was terrible at keeping her feelings to herself. Alexis noticed 
immediately that something was wrong. But it was their last show. Alexis 
knew Claudia would never come clean without pressure. So she waited 
until everything was over: the last photos, the last meet and greet, the last 
cool-down together in their bunks. Until they were about to go to sleep. 
In her light, inconsequential way. 

“Hey, tour’s over,” she said from her bed, across the aisle from Claudia’s. 
“Maybe you can help me with that practice guy when we get home.” 

Claudia’s voice, quiet from behind the curtain. 

“Doesn't really seem like you need help.” 

This caught Alexis off guard. “What?” she said. 

Claudia didn’t pull back the curtain or show her face. 

“Don’t lie. I saw you with Joe. On the couch. You were basically 
cuddling, and I do not need to know what happened before I showed up. 
Is it the thrill of trying not to get caught that you're into?” 

“Seriously, there’s nothing like that—” 

“I should give you some advice, though, being talked about by shitty 
entertainment news and paparazzi isn’t as fun as it looks.” 

“Tt was just weird timing.” 
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“Super weird timing.” 

“Can I just explain? Can we get up and talk about it?” 

The hum of something electrical somewhere in the bus, the rumble of a 
truck going by on the road outside; reminders that they were not home. 

“God, have you always been like this?” Claudia said. Still, Alexis could 
only see the dark color of the curtain across Claudia’s bunk. “You go 
around, so careful about everything. And then secretly you’ re just all on 
your own, doing whatever the fuck you want, and never getting caught? 
The least you could do is not give me huge amounts of shit for making one 
mistake when you’re out here doing way worse shit.” 

“I’m not doing worse shit!” 

“Stop lying. I feel like you’re always fucking lying.” 

Muffled voices from the level of bunks beneath them. The crew, 
Jonathan or Kyle or Georgie. Or Joe. 

Alexis noticed that her hands were shaking. “Why don’t you just 
think?” she said. “Do you hear yourself?” But she was not hearing her 
words either. She was remembering the moment she had pretended to 
fall asleep on Joe’s shoulder. She never meant to actually fall asleep. They 
had both woken up several minutes later, looking sheepish, and 
separated quickly. “You don’t have to get mad at me for your fuck up. I 
don’t even feel bad for you. It’s on you and you know it.” She didn’t 
realize that her tone was gathering severity. 

“I always have to prove that I’m good enough for you. And you don’t 
have to do anything, even when you’re sleeping with our manager.” 

Then silence. 

“Why are you so irresponsible with how you talk?” Alexis said. “ Like 
right now. How can you say that to me?” 

“Whatever.” 

“You’re irresponsible with money. You know the money might not last 
forever, right? You’re irresponsible with drinking. You know how much I 
do? I constantly have to make sure you don’t fuck up. And then you fuck 
up anyway.” 

“I think I need a break,” said Claudia. 

“What?” 

“I need a break from this. And from you.” 
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Claudia knew these were impulsive words, but she wanted to see what 
Alexis would do. And as expected, Alexis backpedaled, her tone softened, 
she tried to be nice. 

“Can we just go to bed and talk about it in a few days? When we’re back 
home and cooled off? I’m sorry—” 

“Don’t fucking apologize,” said Claudia. “Especially when you’re 
actually saying what you think. For once.” 


Claudia’s grand gestures. Her pride would not allow her to skip the 
follow-through. She got a ticket for a flight back to the states. They 
booked no more publicity and Joe was forced to cancel their appearance 
on The Abby Wallace Show. He told the reporters that Secure Destruction 
wasr’t available to discuss anything at the moment, which of course led 
to speculation about why. 

Alexis cried on the way to the airport. Joe sat in the back of the car with 
her. As her tears abated, she laid her hand in the empty seat between 
them, stared out the window at the rainy Manchester afternoon. An 
invitation. 

Which Joe accepted, wrapping his hand around her fingers. 


So wait, what's going on here? 


Joe didn’t know either. It was the nature of his job to think of them 
constantly, but even he could recognize the extraneous preoccupation of 
his thoughts. His most acute desire wasn’t to have her, not in any sexual 
way (God, no, he swore that up and down), but to keep a box around her. 
It was only the innocent desire to keep her safe and make her happy 
(right?). But he knew when he built the box that she wouldn’t stay within 
those walls. Her light was too bright. 

Or was it? Was her light just something he was inventing, inventing and 
reinventing? Sometimes she dropped a fork, stumbled over things left on 
the floor, said silly and frivolous things that made him feel oddly empty— 
these things reminded him that she was only nineteen. His second most 
acute desire was for her to be a rare and unique nineteen-year-old. 
Something to justify the feeling. 
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And she could make it all disappear, any fretting he might do about 
whether he should be holding her hand. When they got to the airport, she 
wasn’t crying anymore. She slipped her hand free, put on her Angels cap 
and sunglasses (her go-to airport disguise) and tried to help the driver 
with her luggage. She never mentioned it, so Joe never mentioned it. 

They flew back to Los Angeles, careful not to discuss Claudia in public. 


The third phone call: 
From Claudia di Paola, for Leticia Stephens. 


There were actually seven phone calls. Six from Leticia, when Claudia 
turned on her phone after landing in Vegas. Claudia sat in the empty gate 
D16 and called her back. 

Leticia couldn’t speak when she answered. She was sobbing. 

“Mom, you're freaking me out.” 

“Mike’s in the hospital.” 

“What happened?” Claudia’s hand trembled around her phone, but 
the evenness in her own voice helped to steel her against whatever was 
coming next. 

“There were never any heart problems in his family,” said Leticia. 

“What happened, Mom?” 

“No one ever had any heart problems.” Like she was talking herself out 
of it. 


SECURE DESTRUCTION SINGER'S STEPFATHER HOSPITALIZED 
AFTER HEART ATTACK 


Claudia di Paola quietly left Europe after the final show of Secure 
Destruction’s world tour, prompting a slew of questions—especially in 
light of rumored drinking and money problems. But sources now say 
that di Paola left to hurry to the side of her stepfather, Michael 
Stephens, who was hospitalized after a massive heart attack in di 
Paola’s hometown of Las Vegas, Nevada. 


Di Paola and her family have asked for privacy at this time. 
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It was a hundred and five degrees. July in Las Vegas. Alexis and Joe went 
to the Stephens’ house. It had been three weeks since Claudia left England 
alone. Claudia saw Alexis climbing out of the car through the window in 
the living room. She wore a simple scooped neck T-shirt and her hair was 
up in a bun. Claudia had told her over the phone that she didn’t need to 
come. Of course, that was out of the question. Alexis spoke as if Claudia 
hadn’t recently announced that she was taking a break from their career. 
She watched Joe get out of the driver’s side, double click his key fob. As if 
she hadn’t recently accused Alexis of sleeping with their manager. 

Mike was still in the hospital, but the heart attack turned out to be a 
secondary issue. He had told Leticia that he was leaving her. (As relayed 
by Leticia, Mike had delivered this immediately upon waking, a story 
Claudia didn’t quite believe. But apparently Mike’s admission had come 
soon after Claudia rushed into his room crying, wanting to talk to him, 
wanting to hear him say he was okay.) But the truth was there: Mike was 
unhappy, Mike needed to change. The heart attack had only provoked 
him not to wait any longer. For some reason, the memory of her tears 
made Claudia feel humiliated, now that she knew what had been on 
Mike’s mind. 

Leticia had gone to her bedroom and closed the door. She told Claudia 
she couldn’t bear to speak to anyone. So Claudia had wandered the house 
aimlessly, waiting for Joe and Alexis to arrive. 

Claudia stood rigidly watching Alexis come up to the door, the last few 
seconds in which she could see Alexis without being seen herself. She 
almost wanted to run away and not face her at all. But as soon as Alexis 
rang the doorbell, Claudia wanted to be near her. She opened the door 
and allowed herself to melt into Alexis’s arms, which were immediately 
thrown around her tight. She knelt down slightly to fit into those arms a 
little better. 

“I thought he was gonna die,” Claudia said. She was getting tears and 
snot on Alexis’s exposed collarbone. 

“It’s okay. It’s okay,” Alexis said. 


Alexis and Joe stayed for a few hours, then went back to the Webers’, 


Alexis promising to rescue Claudia from the house permanently as soon 
as Claudia was ready to leave. Irene had told them she was preparing a 
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big dinner, and insisted that Joe stay to eat. He agreed, but would return 
to LA later that night. 

Joe and Alexis hesitated on the sidewalk before going inside the Weber 
house. They had some things to discuss. 

“I need to be there for her,” Alexis said. 

“Of course.” 

“She’d never say this, but I think part of it might have been that she felt 
a little... left out.” 

“Yeah,” said Joe. “I mean, I can see why she might have felt that way.” 

“Right.” 

“And, you know, I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay,” Alexis said. “I’m sorry, too.” 

“Tt’s okay.” 

“And we're good, right?” 

“Of course,” said Joe. 

“Good,” Alexis said. “I’m gonna go in.” (Looked over her shoulder at 
Joe before she opened the door, as he gazed out at the street.) 

“I'll be there in a sec,” Joe said, feigning an interest in his phone. 
(Glanced at her as she went through the door, a bit of hair had escaped her 
bun and curled against her back; exposed slightly by the wide neck of her 
shirt.) 


After Mike was discharged, he came to the house and took a small bag 
with him when he left. The following morning, Claudia began to pack her 
things. Leticia caught her—shocked as if she’d caught Claudia in a crime, 
though Claudia hadn't realized she should be hiding. 

“How can you be going?” 

“T can’t stay,” Claudia said. 

“Why are you so mean?” Leticia said. She was already crying, gigantic 
tears down her face. “Everything you say.” 

Claudia knelt down, turned away, continued to throw things into 
her duffel bag. “I have work to do. I can’t quit. Especially now. You 
need the money.” 

“Why do you want to hurt me?” 

“I’ve been here for a fucking month.” 

“Don’t curse.” 

“T can’t just stop my life.” 
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“What if I want you to?” Leticia’s voice was thick. “I can’t believe this 
happened to me twice. I can’t believe it.” 

Claudia stopped packing. 

“Dad didn’t leave you,” Claudia said. “He died.” 

Leticia stared at Claudia, but said nothing. 

“You know what's fucked up, too? I don’t think I remember him at all 
anymore. Like nothing.” 

“You remember something.” 

“I don’t, but whatever.” 

“Fine. Just punish me for everything I did wrong, then.” 

“I don’t want to punish you. Christ. That’s not what I’m saying. But you 
think I should stay here forever and talk about Mike with you? That’s not 
fair. And you need the money.” 

Silence. 

“Then just go. Go like you always do. But this is selfish. This is mean, 
Claudia Tatiana.” 

Where did she go? To the Webers’, of course. 


@securedestructionofficial 
thanks for your continued respect for c’s privacy. very appreciated 
during this hard time. <33 


@securedestructionofficial we love you guys!!! all the best to claudia and 
everyone in her family 


F all the people trying to make this into news smh. We got ur back 
@securedestructionofficial 


honestly we should all just go after these paparazzi trying to take 
advantage. i would legit break some cameras for CDP #CDPsarmy 


The Webers asked nothing of Claudia. Neither did Alexis. Joe wasn’t 


expecting to hear from them for a little while. Claudia was grateful. But 
she knew they would have to talk about the fight. 
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Of course, it was Alexis who opened the subject. Sitting in the Music 
Room, playing with Daniel’s new iMac. Why couldn’t Claudia ever 
gather the nerve? 

“It’s okay if you want to take a break,” Alexis said. “It wasn’t an easy 
year, and now with everything that happened... I understand.” 

“Did you tell Joe?” Claudia said. 

“Thad to. You left, I couldn’t make up an excuse.” 

Claudia nodded. 

“And about that. With Joe. I’m sorry. It was just a weird thing, we talked 
about it, and it’s okay now. I think we spent too much time in close 
quarters. I’m sorry. Next time he won’t be on our bus.” 

How easily Alexis could assume a next time, when Claudia didn’t feel 
sure about anything. She told her mother she couldn’t stop her life, but 
really, she hardly understood the life she was so eager to return to. People 
in the world talked about her all the time, people she didn’t know and 
would never meet, and she couldn’t hear them. (Except on the internet. 
She could hear it loud and clear there.) They listened to her voice and 
watched her. Their opinions mattered, their opinions altered her behavior. 
It wasn’t like she’d just become famous yesterday, yet the whole weight of 
it was hitting her now. Now that Mike had left? Was that why? 


Mike: I understand if you don’t want to talk right now. But I will always be here 
for you. You are still my daughter. 


She read his texts but did not respond to them. She read the texts from 
before the heart attack, which seemed like a different life. 


Claudia: I’m coming back early. Can you get me from the airport on tuesday? 
Mike: what time? In Vegas? 

Mike: why are u coming back early? 

Claudia: I'll tell you when i’m there i dont want to talk about it right now. 
Mike: alrighty. I might be able to take a half day otherwise mom can get you. I'll 
let u kno. :-) 

Claudia: k 


Another impulse was quietly raging underneath that disbelief. Leticia 
was impossible. Of course Mike left her, Claudia thought, it was Leticia’s 
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own fault. Then she had attempted to take Claudia’s life from her, 
demanding that she hand it over—as if Claudia had a moral imperative to 
give it up. This was what Leticia had always tried to do: take things away 
(her guitar, Alexis, memories of her father). More than anything, 
Claudia’s impulse was to prove that she could keep what rightfully 
belonged to her. She could have this life even if Leticia didn’t want her to. 

“T don’t want a break anymore,” said Claudia. 

“Are you sure?” said Alexis. 


Any remaining gossip about Claudia’s behavior and other rumors 
about Secure Destruction faded in the wake of Mike’s leaving. They 
went back and forth between Los Angeles and Vegas for the rest of the 
year. In November, Alexis waited with no patience for news about 
Grammy nominations. 

Joe called to deliver the news. They were in Vegas that week. 

“I’m sorry guys,” he said. 

No nominations for Imagemaker. 


Alexis told everyone it was no big deal, and then cried quietly in the 
shower, waiting for the redness to fade out of her eyes before showing 
herself again outside the bathroom. 

But this disappointment—accelerated by everything she’d experienced 
that year—lit a new fire in Claudia. 


And the snub wouldn't really matter. 


Remember this? 

Joe Masters thought that the framed photographs of artists in Dove 
Cook’s office were a pretense, but that assumption wasn’t quite right. At 
his home, where Dove lived alone, where everything was elegant in a 
modern-old-fashioned aesthetic, there were photographs on the walls and 
photographs on shelves. 

It was hardly an act. Dove's private love for the evidence of others’ 
esteem for him outweighed even its public display. He had lately added a 
new picture to the collection, which earned a prominent location in the 
hallway ona middle shelf. A photo of him and Alexis Wolf. 
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A DOUBLE STANDARD OF CARE 
Would you believe they were something to believe in? 


Claudia and Alexis finally moved to Los Angeles in January 2014, twenty- 
one and twenty years old; around Imagemaker's first birthday. The months 
had compounded the effect of Imagemaker: a steady rise of notoriety (in the 
form of press demand, advertiser demand, and followers) that had not yet 
leveled off. A third album was solidly “anticipated”; more so by the day. 

There was no question that they had money now. They could have lived 
almost anywhere, but adhered to each other and to familiar things. A 
three-bedroom apartment was found, one of many inside a flat, tall 
building made of mirrors. The apartment had ultra-modern furnishings 
and pretty brown accent walls, prettier than the houses they’d grown up 
in. Apartment 5F, near Century City, near everything important. 
Ultimately, Joe helped them pick the right location. What the hell did they 
know about LA? All they’d really seen was the inside of cars, the inside of 
restaurants, hotel rooms, and All or Nothing Studios. 


Joe brought housewarming gifts: a snake plant and a dozen donuts. 

“Sick tree,” said Claudia. 

“Snake plant,” he corrected. Claudia shrugged and moved the plant to 
the sunniest part of the room, against a huge floor-to-ceiling window that 
looked out onto adjacent apartment buildings. 

“Looks like you're settling in,” said Joe. 

The living spaces were done in the contemporary open-plan style, so 
Joe could see the living room over the shelf of the breakfast bar in the 
kitchen. Alexis sat at the breakfast bar, twisting on a chrome stool, eating 
a donut. She glanced over her shoulder at the living room, which was in 
total disarray. There hadn’t been any acknowledgment of it, but she and 
Claudia had spent the first weeks in their new apartment sleeping in the 
living room together, on opposite ends of the sectional sofa. Blankets and 
pillows and sweatshirts were strewn over the sofa and on the floor, empty 
bags of chips and half-filled water bottles cluttered the fold-up TV tray 
they were using as a coffee table. It was still strange to see all her familiar 
objects in this new place. The room deemed her bedroom only had 
unpacked boxes in it, and a mattress on the floor with no sheets. 

“It’s like a slumber party all the time,” she said to Joe. 


— 150 — 


— mariah eppes — 


“Irene’s been trying to come down and help us furniture shop,” Claudia 
said. “But Alexis keeps getting us out of it.” 

“Why?” said Joe, giving Alexis a playfully accusatory look. 

“I don’t want her to see the apartment yet. She’ll make it weird,” Alexis 
said. “Because it’s so... fancy.” 

“If you live like this for a few more weeks it should be safe,” Joe said. 

“Shut up.” 

“I brought the poster, by the way. Thanks again.” 

“Anything for Sara Masters,” said Alexis. 

Sara Masters was Joe’s niece, the same niece who had introduced him 
to Secure Destruction’s YouTube channel four years ago. She was turning 
eighteen soon and Joe was going to Seattle to celebrate. One of her gifts 
was an autographed poster. She was still a big fan. 

Alexis thought Joe’s attention to his niece was sweet, even though it 
made her reflect on whether Joe was just attentive in general, and not 
discriminately so. Perhaps there was no special generosity reserved for 
Sara. Or for herself. Things had been fine between them since the end of 
the tour, but that didn’t prevent thoughts like this from occasionally 
crossing her mind. 

Claudia’s autograph was more illegible than Alexis’s, and she had 
changed it a few times, leading to frustration for fans who couldn’t tell if 
they had a legitimate piece of signed merch. Alexis had practiced her 
autograph in the condensation on her shower door for years, so hers were 
uncannily identical—which actually led to the same problem for 
collectors. 

“We'll miss you,” Alexis said as she pushed the poster across the 
counter to Joe, sure to retain a casual tone. Sara’s birthday was the start of 
a three-week “vacation” for Joe (a strong word; he never missed an email). 

“Miss you too,” Joe said. 

The room was quiet when he left. Alexis looked briefly into their empty 
kitchen, then out the huge window, where she could see a dark-haired 
woman rearranging a shelf of plants in an apartment across the street. 

“Stop spying on people,” said Claudia. She had returned to the couch 
and unpaused The Fellowship of the Ring. Earlier that week, Claudia 
decided to watch all of the Lord of the Rings movies back to back. 

“They can’t see me.” 

“Tt’s creepy.” 
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The plan was to relax while Joe was away. They’d accomplished a lot 
during November and December, thanks to a level of focus on Claudia’s 
part that allowed her to match Alexis’s intensity about work. A few of 
the songs were already close to done. They had plenty of material. 
Serious meetings about the release of the third album would begin after 
Joe’s vacation. Claudia relished in the free time, she had no problem 
doing nothing for days. But so far, Alexis found relaxing to be almost 
intolerably boring. 

Almost. To appease Claudia, she turned her attention from the woman 
in the window to another kind of window: her phone. Peering into the 
lives of Secure Destruction fans seemed like a productive way to spend 
time. A musician ought to be up-to-date on the interests and needs of her 
fans. But often, those images seemed incongruent, like everything else in 
her new surroundings. Bags of chips in the amazing apartment, their old 
blankets on the new sectional. Alexis with her day-old hair, giant NYC 
sweatshirt and glasses, reading fans’ comments and looking at their 
favorite pictures of her, which they were always comparing, arguing 
about, or editing in interesting ways. Sometimes she would even like one 
or two of the reposted photos, leading to hysterical reactions from the 
moderators of the fan accounts. 

“Get off your phone,” said Claudia, after maybe thirty minutes had passed. 

Alexis obeyed. She knew Claudia was probably right about this vice, 
but also felt it was her responsibility to stay current on the trends for both 
of them. Claudia had renounced every app after the drama about her 
careless spending. She almost never posted and only lurked occasionally. 

And Alexis didn’t really mind Claudia’s abstention from social media. 
Even though Claudia thought she was taking a stand, Alexis knew that 
the inaccessibility just made Claudia more interesting and mysterious, 
which was an image fitting for the way fans perceived Claudia anyway. 

“Come watch,” Claudia said. “Even you can’t pretend Legolas isn’t hot.” 

Alexis wandered over to the couch and sunk in across from Claudia. 
“Not my type,” she said, and pulled a blanket up to her chin. 


A few days passed this way. Half way through The Two Towers, Claudia 


was interrupted by Alexis shouting from her bedroom, where she was 
finally unpacking. 
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“Natalie Chadwick invited us to a thing!” Alexis’s voice, muffled by 
walls. 

“What?” 

Alexis appeared in the living room, looking excited. 

“Natalie Chadwick invited us to a party on Saturday,” she said. 

“Who?” Claudia said. 


A pause to ask: who is Natalie Chadwick? 


Natalie Chadwick was a twenty-three-year-old model, on the fringe of 
fame. The family was rich and socially prominent (Natalie’s father was an 
investment banker, married to a beautiful woman who their social circle 
saw as vaguely “exotic” but possessing all of the desirable traits they 
expected, rendering her acceptable). Naturally, all of the young 
Chadwicks were in dedicated pursuit of careers in entertainment. Natalie 
was the eldest; leggy and gorgeous, brown-black hair and green eyes. 
Unfortunately, she had no very unique features, which may have been 
why she had yet to break out. 

Alexis met Natalie briefly during their publicity cycle before the 
Imagemaker tour. She had approached Alexis and Claudia boldly to 
introduce herself, and immediately followed Alexis on everything. Alexis 
kept a passive eye on her through social media. (Pictures of Natalie 
reclining on a lounge chair on the port side of a pontoon boat; leaning in 
the threshold of a villa in Hawaii; an up-close-no-makeup selfie in which 
it was obvious that her eyelashes were real, or at least very convincing.) 

“You met her,” Alexis said. 

“I did?” Claudia said. “I don’t remember that.” 

“We should go,” Alexis said. 

“And hang out with a bunch of fake rich kids? No thanks.” 

“You just moved to LA, and all you wanna do is sit around and watch 
movies you've seen a hundred times?” 

Claudia shrugged. Alexis knew she’d struck a nerve. Claudia hated it 
when her assumptions were exposed. 

“You have to give people a chance,” Alexis said. “You thought I was 
fake when you first met me.” 

“That's different.” 
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“No it’s not.” 

Claudia mulled over this for a few seconds. “Next time there’s 
something I wanna do, no matter what it is, you have to come with me.” 

“Done. Watch, you’re gonna have so much fun.” 


Irene: Morning! how’s this weekend looking? 
Alexis: busy :( we have a thing on sat. 


Claudia was more than skeptical about the amount of fun she would have 
at Natalie Chadwick’s party. It would probably be extravagant and 
crowded, with a thick layer of pretension in the air, making it impossible 
to breathe or speak. As if hoping to express in a single glance just how 
minimal her interest was, Claudia dressed down. 

Natalie insisted on sending someone to pick them up. 8 PM. According 
to Google Maps, the place they were going was at the top of a mountain. 
Alexis and Claudia giggled about this in the black leather backseat of the 
car Natalie sent. 

“Who are we, the fucking royal family?” Claudia said quietly, which 
made Alexis snort. 

The house was on a hill, though it wasn’t nearly as isolated from similar 
mansions as it had appeared on the map. Houses that belonged in 
magazines were scattered across the hillside, each seeming to exist in its 
own preeminent universe. Claudia wondered if the inhabitants of these 
homes were all friends. Did they meet to get lost in each other’s excessive 
hallways? Or did they simply ignore each other, content to imagine they 
were alone in their abundance? 

Natalie was waiting for Claudia and Alexis under the portico, framed 
by the arch of the doorway, which was double her height. She wore a 
long-sleeved burgundy cocktail dress, chic but season-appropriate; it was 
February. Claudia thought it was a little odd that Natalie had timed it so 
perfectly, but then noticed Alexis was texting. She must have kept Natalie 
posted on their arrival. 

“I’m so glad you two could come,” Natalie said with real sincerity (even 
Claudia had to admit that), and hugged them. 

Alexis hugged her back like they’d been friends for years. “We 
wouldn’t miss it!” she said. 
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This was the family’s new home, Natalie explained, which she was 
responsible for while her parents were away. Mr. and Mrs. Chadwick split 
their time between LA and New York, where Natalie’s younger sister was 
enrolled in an exclusive dance academy. The home was designed for 
minimalist luxury, where the most common shape was a square (square 
stairs, Square rugs, square furniture), the most common color was gray, 
and the lighting was ample but often recessed and always unobtrusive. 
The rooms were engineered to make every area feel comfortably 
occupied, no matter how many people were present. 

Alexis had a brief fantasy of spending a few days here after the party. 
She liked to imagine what her own belongings would look like in other 
people’s houses. Not to mention that being in a new place with new 
people broke up her repetitive thinking patterns (which usually landed 
on what Joe might be doing at the moment). 

The house provided a wealth of more than the material kind. Claudia’s 
thoughts were easily occupied by judgments, and it had been a while 
since she’d seen this many objects and people so deserving of her 
criticism. She figured all of these parties retained this contrived feeling: a 
fateful dim-lit evening of pretty people in seemingly perfect ease with 
their complementary existences. Natalie’s friends were mostly on the 
early side of their twenties, known through their upper-crust familial 
social scenes, school, or modeling. Many of them came from high places, 
but weren’t well-known, so Alexis and Claudia’s presence was exciting. 
Secure Destruction had automatic social value. Alexis thrived in this 
environment, where it was impossible to fail. Claudia too could feel the 
glow of her own prestige. Everyone was watching her. The all-glass wall 
that looked out over the city made her feel like she was in an aquarium. 

But Claudia also observed an awareness in Natalie Chadwick that she 
hadn’t expected. It was in her brusque gestures and flat tone as she 
introduced them to various people and pointed out the purpose of each 
successive “living space.” As if she knew how ridiculous and over-the-top 
everything was, but had resigned herself to it. No embarrassment—just a 
frank, unspoken acknowledgment. Natalie was not ignorant or ashamed 
of the fact that her life was an exception. Claudia had always assumed 
that rich people must be one or the other. 
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“There’s one more person I want you to meet,” Natalie said. She lifted 
her chin slightly, caught the intended person’s eye, and made a 
beckoning motion. 

Claudia had already noticed the man Natalie was summoning. She’d 
been following him around the room with her eyes. 

“This is my brother, Arthur,” Natalie said as the man approached, 
stepping into the space between Natalie and Alexis. “His twenty-first 
birthday was last week, so this party is partly for him.” 

“I’m Alexis,” Alexis said. 

“I know,” said Arthur Chadwick, taking Alexis’s hand and squeezing it. 

Arthur’s beauty was mundane, like Natalie’s. Dark brown, shiny hair. 
A defined jaw; exactly as tall and wide as expected. Claudia was 
sometimes benignly obsessed with attractive men, but as soon as she saw 
Arthur shaking Alexis’s hand, she changed her story, and gave him a 
more functional role. 

This, of course, would be Alexis’s practice guy. 

Natalie broke off from them at that point with a polite wave. Claudia 
allowed Alexis to slip into conversation with Arthur, and mingled 
awkwardly among people she didn’t want to talk to, who were very 
excited to talk to her. 


“Happy birthday,” Alexis said. 

She and Arthur had drifted toward the wall, where others weren’t 
inclined to interrupt them, even though Arthur broke eye contact at 
intervals to wave at people. 

“Thanks,” he said. “It was last Tuesday.” 

“Does it feel different than twenty?” Alexis said. She knew innately 
how to portray herself to Arthur for maximum positive impact: 
inquisitive, soft-but-direct, a touch of shyness. There wasn’t much 
thinking behind it; she didn’t intend to deceive him. It was just a reaction, 
catalyzed whenever she met someone new, to behave correctly for that 
person. 

“Not really,” Arthur said. “It’s not like anyone ever carded me.” 

“My twenty-first is in July.” 

“That should be a good party,” said Arthur, suggestively, as if implying 
that he would be there. 

“I hope so,” said Alexis, matching his tone and making him smile. 
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Claudia managed to find a server walking around with glasses of wine, 
and one-and-a-half of those made her conversations more tolerable. 
Really, they were not so much conversations as the slightly buzzed 
ramblings of girls in five-inch heels, explaining which Secure Destruction 
songs were their favorites, asking her stupid questions, or ungracefully 
trying to leverage meeting her into a gainful opportunity. 

Eventually, she had to go outside to get a break. She opened a sliding 
glass door to the deck and was surprised to find Natalie there, alone, 
smoking what smelled like a clove cigarette. Claudia tried to melt silently 
back inside, but Natalie had heard the door open and turned around. 

“Hey. Are you having a good time?” she said. 

“Yeah,” Claudia said. “Just getting some air.” 

“Me too,” said Natalie. 

Claudia wandered around the deck at a distance from Natalie, to give 
the impression that there was no need for them to speak. But when 
Claudia glanced over again, Natalie was looking at her. 

“I have one more up my sleeve—iiterally,” she said, with a grin. “Do 
you want it?” 

“Oh. Sure,” Claudia said, even though she didn’t smoke much 
anymore. She went over and took the cigarette from Natalie’s manicured 
fingers, nails painted the same color as her dress. 

“Apparently, they’re worse for you than regular cigarettes,” Natalie 
said, passing Claudia the lighter. “But they taste much better.” 

Claudia and Natalie smoked in silence for a few minutes, leaning on 
the glass partition that kept them from tumbling down the hillside. The 
whole house, cut into the earth, jutted out into empty space as if it were 
floating. Every element was open, transparent, exposed: but only to 
those who had been invited into that exposure. The house was built to 
pretend to be something it wasn’t. Still, Claudia felt a sliver of guilt for 
being so judgmental. Natalie wasn’t quite like the people she’d been 
talking to all night. 

“Tm underdressed,” Claudia said. 

Natalie waved dismissively. “I just want to have all the people I like 
together in the same place.” She tended to speak in complete sentences, 
which didn’t seem forced, but did betray the propriety in speech that her 
unusually formal education had instilled. “You should wear whatever 
you like.” 
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In the car back home, Claudia’s head was still swimming a little. Alexis 
was, of course, completely sober—gazing out the window with her hands 
in her lap. Claudia took out her phone, the blue light in the darkness made 
her wince. 


Claudia: So do you have a date with your practice guy? 
Alexis: lol what? Who? 

Claudia: Natalie’s brother 

Alexis: No way lol 

Claudia: Why not? He’s hot and rich and boring 
Claudia: And he’s already into you 

Alexis: how do you know he’s into me? 

(She knew.) 

Claudia: He watched you all night 


Alexis shook her head. Smiled and didn’t text back. 
Claudia: See? He’s the one. Mission accomplished 


Alexis made a show of putting her phone away without responding. She 
had always imagined she would be assertive and confident in prospective 
relationships. But she hesitated at the thought of starting something with 
Arthur. He was a good conversationalist; charming, witty. He was also 
single, a fact he had managed to slip into their discussion. There was no 
reason not to start something with him. But thinking about it made Alexis 
embarrassed. She had a flash in her mind—a photo of herself that a fan 
had called “casually badass.” The Alexis in that photo would be horrified 
to see how this Alexis was wasting her time with hypotheticals about 
Arthur Chadwick. They had songs to work on, who had time for that shit? 
Not Alexis Wolf, casually badass. 

But the next day was the same as all the days before. The same view 
from the window in 5F, partially blocked by the snake plant. A bowl of 
cereal in the morning. Claudia sleeping late. Texting. 


Irene: Morning. Doing anything fun today? 
Alexis: We might go to the beach. Before it’s too crowded or else people will start 


recognizing us lol 
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Irene: Little cold for that!! 
Alexis: We don’t mind :) 

Irene: Need anything for the apt? 
Alexis: i think we're good for now 


Alexis: when you made that latte in the microwave, how did you do the foam? 
Joe: Put milk in a cup with a lid, then shake it for maybe 30 seconds. Then take 
the lid off and and microwave it for 30 more seconds 

Alexis: thanks :) 

Joe: You’re up early. 

Alexis: yeah. can’t help it 


Nothing to do. She felt heavy for a moment. How could she be so 
ungrateful? How could this not be enough? 

So, after getting his number from Natalie, she started a conversation 
with Arthur Chadwick. Who said right away, Please call me Art. 


Claudia and Alexis found themselves back at the hillside house within a 
week. Natalie invited them over for a “small brunch.” The intention was 
plain enough to Claudia. 

“It’s the group-date thing,” she said to Alexis. “I’m gonna have to talk 
to these bitches all day while you and Art do your mandatory flirting.” 

“We should have a sign,” said Alexis. “In case we need to escape.” 

“Don’t worry,” said Claudia, with a dramatic sigh. “I’m doing this for 
you.” 

Between Alexis and Claudia, the group became known derisively as 
The Chadwicks. The Chadwicks consisted of the following central people 
(present at that first brunch) and some satellite others: 


Natalie Chadwick, 23 
Jillian Hopfe, 22 
Holly Duncan, 23 
Kerri Shaughnessy, 24 


“So you're from Vegas?” said Jillian Hopfe. 
Art and Alexis had separated from the rest of the group within twenty 


minutes of their arrival. Claudia saw them over by a window, Art 
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pointing something out to Alexis as she stood poised to smile at any 
moment. When the couple split off, Jillian, Holly, and Kerri had 
exchanged meaningful glances, and extended the shared moment to 
Claudia, who pretended not to notice. 

“Yup,” said Claudia, killing half of her second grapefruit mimosa in 
one gulp. 

“It must have been a super weird place to grow up,” Jillian said, looking 
thoughtfully into the air. “I’m surprised you’re not, like...” 

“Like what?” Claudia said. 

“You know. How was it going to school there?” 

“It was fine. My stepdad taught me how to count cards, and my mom 
always encouraged me as a dancer even though I was underage. I made 
tons of money stripping and gambling, then used it to bribe my teachers 
into passing me.” 

Jillian’s eyes widened. Holly and Kerri stared hard into their 
champagne flutes. 

“I’m kidding,” Claudia said. 

“Oh,” said Jillian. “You’re funny.” She sipped contemplatively. Holly 
and Kerri exchanged glances. Claudia caught Natalie gracefully hiding 
a smirk. 


Alexis also happened to be smirking at that moment, but in the playful 
way that accompanied early rounds of flirting. Art had said something 
not-that funny, to which Alexis embellished an amused reaction. Later she 
wouldn’t remember in detail what they talked about, just the gratifying 
sense that she’d taken another step toward the result she imagined: a little 
time spent with Art, so she could say in the future that she had spent time 
this way. 

But it did seem to be going pretty fast, Alexis thought, when Art leaned 
down and kissed her on the cheek goodbye. 


Irene: Morning! Pretty day. 

Alexis: yeah really nice out. :) 

Irene: Did you get out? 

Irene: Free later? I’m around tonight if you have time to talk. 
Alexis: oh sorry we are like really in the zone right now 
Alexis: sorry!! maybe tomorrow? 
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The next time Alexis and Claudia went to the Chadwicks’, Art had surprise 
plans to take Alexis out. A surprise to everyone, including Claudia, who 
didn’t know what she was supposed to do if Alexis was leaving. 

“You can stay here,” said Natalie. “We'll figure out something.” 

This was true enough. Natalie had access to any possible way they 
might have wanted to spend the day. Not that this mattered to Claudia. 
She cared nothing for money in the abstract sense of “wealth.” But she did 
care about having fun. 

And fashion. Natalie had a lot to say about fashion. Despite having the 
freedom to do whatever fun thing they could think of, they stayed at the 
house and talked about clothes. 

Claudia would hardly have considered Natalie her friend, even as 
Natalie took things out of her closet and showed them to Claudia, relating 
who had designed them and what season they were from. Even as Natalie 
began to talk of Alexis and Arthur, in the conspiratorial tone reserved for 
gossip between friends. 

“Jillian calls them Artlexis,” Natalie said. 

“Fucking ew,” said Claudia. 

“Do you not like them together?” Natalie asked with total impartiality, 
despite being Art's sister. 

“No, they’re fine,” Claudia said. “The name is gross.” 

Natalie was bound to be disappointed if she expected Claudia to reveal 
any of her more candid feelings about Alexis and Art as a couple. Not that 
there were really any feelings to reveal. Claudia was glad that Alexis was 
getting some firsts out of the way—she knew how much Alexis hated 
firsts. But beyond that, she didn’t take the relationship very seriously, and 
didn’t think much about Art at all. 

“I think they’re having fun together,” Natalie said diplomatically. “And 
I’ve enjoyed getting to know you both better.” 

Claudia smiled and nodded, which was as much of an agreement as she 
could muster. She quickly scanned Natalie’s huge bedroom, looking for a 
change of subject. Her gaze landed on a delicate-looking mauve vase 
among the items on Natalie’s pretty cherrywood vanity. 

“1 like that purple pot,” Claudia said. 

“Thanks,” said Natalie. “I got it in Capri. Have you ever been to Italy?” 
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“We had a show in Rome for Imagemaker. But we never get to see much, 
so it doesn’t really feel like I’ve been there." Claudia paused. “It would be 
cool to travel more.” 

“Is there anywhere in particular you want to go?” 

“T don’t know about specific places," Claudia said. “But I do wanna go 
to, like, white sand beaches and shit.” 

“My favorite beach is in Saint-Malo,” said Natalie. “In France. If the 
timing works out, maybe we can go in the summer.” 

“We'll probably be finishing the album this summer.” 

“You have to have a break in there sometime. We can align it with your 
days off.” 

The more time Claudia spent with Natalie, the more a realization began 
to take shape for her. The rich did not lead the kind of empty, soulless lives 
she had always imagined for them. Natalie could go wherever she 
wanted, whenever she wanted. She had beautiful things and plenty of 
time. The Chadwicks had full, exciting, easy lives—and the only price 
they paid, theoretically, was ignorance. Apparently, if you were like 
Natalie, you didn’t even have to pay that. 

But back at 5F, Claudia still ridiculed The Chadwicks mercilessly, 
including Natalie. Alexis thought all of Claudia’s grudges were hilarious. 
Nevermind that these insufferable rich girls were Claudia and Alexis’s 
only friends in Los Angeles. Having something to stand opposed to was 
useful when writing songs. 

So they wrote songs, and had a very productive couple of weeks. 


SECURE DESTRUCTION TEASE NEW ALBUM, TALK LA LIVING 
2/20/2014 
by Jacqueline Lesser 


JL: So how long have you guys been living in LA? 

AW: About a month. 

JL: What do you think? 

AW: We love it! 

CDP: It's convenient. All the people we need to see are nearby. 

JL: How does it compare to Las Vegas? 

CDP: Totally different. Vegas is a lot more like a small town than people 
think. 

JL: Do you miss it? 

AW: Not at all. 
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JL: | guess you're too busy to miss it. And you've had a very tough 
year personally. 

AW: Sorry, we're not going to talk about the personal stuff. 

JL: Can you say anything about what you're working on now? 

AW: A few songs are done. But we’re mainly in a writing phase. We're 
working a lot at home, just on our own. 

CDP: We have a room dedicated to it. It’s not really a studio, there’s 
no tech or anything. But we go in there in the morning and work on 
new ideas. 

JL: Do you have any big picture goals for the next album? 

CDP: To be different from Imagemaker. 

JL: How so? 

AW: We don’t want to do the same thing twice. 

CDP: We always have to fight to make sure we can do what we want. 
JL: You mean with Emblem Records? 

AW: Emblem’s really supportive of us. We don’t mean they’re not 
supportive. 

CDP: But you do have to like, stand your f***ing ground. 

AW: We're well supported. They trust that we know what we’re doing 
with our work. 


Joe returned on Friday, March 21st. They had a meeting at Emblem that 
afternoon, with Dove and the rest of the team. 

“He's here,” Claudia yelled from the kitchen. Joe was picking them up. 
Alexis took an extra glance in the mirror on her way out. Why was she 
nervous? There was no reason to be nervous. 

Her phone buzzed. 


Art: 5:30 right? 

Alexis: yeah should be done around then 
Alexis: you can just text when you're outside 
Art: can’t wait :) 


This was, obviously, the source of her nerves. Tonight was the first time 
she would be out in public with Art. Would there be cameras? Would 
there be gossip tomorrow about Alexis Wolf’s “new beau”? It was also 
March 21st, one month to the day since they had started “seeing” each 
other. Would Art acknowledge this sort of milestone? Did she want 
him to? 
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Claudia was stamping around the kitchen in designer sweatpants and 
combat boots. “Coming?” she said. 

“Yeah,” said Alexis. 

Joe’s Audi was waiting for them out front. Alexis had a sinking feeling, 
but it didn’t last. Joe was already getting out of the car and greeting 
Claudia warmly, a big smile on his face (“warm” for Claudia being a fist- 
bump and a squeeze of the shoulder). Alexis’s dread melted into the 
familiar ease she always felt in Joe’s presence; mixed with a flush of 
gratitude that he was the same as he’d ever been. She wasn’t sure why she 
was worried that he would be different. 

A warm greeting for Alexis was a hug—perfectly appropriate in both 
duration and depth. 

“It’s so good to see you,” she said. 

“Glad to be back,” Joe said. He didn’t hold her gaze for very long, a 
half-second shorter than she expected. She worried: was her relief 
premature? 

Really, Joe was just anxious to get back to work. He had spent some 
time talking about Secure Destruction’s prospects with his brother Sean 
on his break. 

“So, you're getting pretty big?” Sean had said. “Sara says all her friends 
know Secure Destruction now.” He and Joe were sitting around the fire pit 
in Sean’s backyard. Sean had a nice house, two kids, and a fire pit. His 
desires had always been more traditional than Joe’s or Mark’s. Or their 
father’s. 

“Depends what you mean by ‘big.’” Joe said. 

“You know,” said Sean, puffing a cigar. He also liked cigars. “Seems like 
you’ve got—or almost got, anyway—the recognition you were looking for.” 

“We could use another hit,” said Joe. “Hopefully this album delivers.” 

“Congrats, man.” 

“It’s really them. Alexis and Claudia.” 

Sean puffed skeptically. “Is it, though?” 

Joe shrugged. “It’s always a mix. The talent. The management. Timing. 
Luck. But I do think they’re special.” 

Joe only spoke like this around Sean. These kinds of generalizations 
would not have impressed Mark or their father. 

“Mmmm,” said Sean. 

“I think it’s an important time for us,” Joe said. 


wm 
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Sean nodded. “Well, don’t work too hard, okay?” 

Now that Joe was back in LA, he had no intention of taking that advice. 

When they were all seated around a table at Emblem, Alexis watched 
Dove more vacantly than Claudia would have expected, especially since 
he was presenting with characteristic exuberance his big ideas for the 
third album. He called his strategy “Personal Worlds.” 

For Dove, the Personal Worlds strategy was about finding ways to 
allow fans to feel emotionally close to Claudia and Alexis. To create a 
“world,” a kind of theoretical structure, that fans could live in. In his role 
as a producer, this should have applied (in very theoretical ways) to the 
music. But Dove was much more ambitious than that. 

“We'll have VIP meet and greet packages, at different levels. And social 
media is the way to build this up. You could both be posting every three 
days, at least. Make sure to have that real sense, you know, that 
authenticity, a sneak-peek-into-your-life kind of thing.” 

“Rich and I have some PR stuff to discuss later on,” Joe said, 
indicating the Emblem rep whose job it was to make the sorts of plans 
that Dove was describing. 

Dove grinned. “Take notes, Joe!” he said. “This is all free material. I’m 
just giving it away.” 

“T’m not using fucking Twitter,” Claudia said. 

Dove shook his head. “Of course not. You don’t have to do anything 
you don’t want to do. We could find someone to post on the main account. 
They could have a backlog,” said Dove. “Got all that, Rich?” 


The takeaways from the meeting included: 

* arecording schedule: Alexis and Claudia would finish their work in the 
studio in the last week of June 

* an outline for a social media strategy leading up to the summer tour 
(most of Dove’s suggestions made it onto Rich’s list) 

* one more unexpected comment from Dove, right as the group was 
dispersing 


“A few dates with a socialite won’t hurt either,” he said. 


Alexis said a little coldly, “How did you know about that?” 
Dove laughed. “Everyone knows. Go get ‘em, girl.” 
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Joe did not know. He glanced toward Alexis. She hadn’t responded to 
Dove and was on her phone. He wanted to say something, but it was 5:37, 
everyone was getting up to leave, and Alexis seemed to be in a hurry. 

“Have fun with Practice Guy!” Joe heard Claudia say as they filed into 
the hallway. Alexis rolled her eyes and left. 

“Practice Guy?” said Joe. 

“It’s Arthur Chadwick. He’s basically her boyfriend now.” 

Joe had heard of the family. “Do you think he’s a good guy?” he 
mumbled. 

“He’s just a guy. Don’t make it weird, Mom.” Claudia studied him for a 
moment, but Joe didn’t ask any more questions. She believed what Alexis 
had told her—that whatever had happened between her and Joe was 
settled—but wasn’t convinced that Joe’s side of the story was the same. 
He got certain expressions on his face in Alexis’s presence, a soft, 
distracted look, as if he didn’t like what he saw but couldn’t stop 
watching. That was why Claudia didn’t mind telling Joe about Art. She 
had actually been eager to find a way to drop the fact of Art into his mind. 
It would be better if Joe knew Alexis was dating. 

Especially since he had that look now, even after Alexis was gone. 

“She’s fine,” Claudia said. 

“I know,” said Joe. 

And she was fine. When Art kissed her out by the car, the Alexis who 
constantly observed herself was pleased. No one could say that Alexis 
had not been kissed lately. 

First Art took her home, so she could change into more dinner- 
appropriate clothes. He sat on their couch obediently and waited. When 
she emerged back into the living room, Art said, “No offense, but I’m not 
used to girls getting ready so fast.” 

Alexis shrugged. She had had vague worries in the past about her level 
of “dress” compared to Art, but was aware that he had not said this to be 
critical. He meant it as a compliment, as a way of separating her from 
other, lesser girls. So she reflected it back to him as a fact. 

“What you see is what you get,” she said. Art smiled. She did not look 
in the mirror twice on their way out. She told herself that she did not mind 
that he had not brought her flowers. 
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He took her to a beautiful restaurant with beautiful, sculpted food. Their 
conversation was breezy and light. Alexis did not start to feel nervous 
again until maybe an hour into their meal, when the end was in sight. She 
wondered if they would go back to the Chadwicks’ house after dinner. No 
one was home at the moment. They would be alone. 

“Drink at home?” Art said, as expected, when they got into the car. Of 
course he meant his home. Art had a habit of speaking this way when 
referring to subjective places and people. “Home” rather than “my 
house,” “Dad” rather than “my dad.” Alexis didn’t mind it. There was 
something unselfconscious about the way he talked. 

“Sure,” said Alexis. 


The house, as always, was incredible. The lights of LA through windows, 
like you could step straight out into the sky. And a cozy silence, which Art 
interrupted by turning on a playlist at a low volume through the stereo 
system. But that was fine, too. In a place like this, it would be easy for 
anyone to get the soft feelings needed to float on falling in love. 

Not that Alexis had ever floated like that, she thought as Art came a 
little closer, not that she’d ever had feelings enough to get her off the 
ground, where she always stood with planted feet. Art held his glass in 
one hand and her waist in the other, and Alexis wondered if this was the 
move he used on everyone. She spent the first few kisses willing her mind 
to shut up; her thoughts shuffling like cards, then scattering. For some 
reason she was thinking about her parents (as Art placed his glass silently 
on an end table to make use of both his hands), a memory of the three of 
them at Opportunity Village’s Magical Forest. Oakey Boulevard in Vegas, 
the annual Christmas tradition. She knew she was supposed to do 
something, but didn’t know what. She wrapped her arms around Art’s 
shoulders and he returned to her mouth. She was thinking about the hot 
chocolate, burning her tongue, the way the mountains in the distance 
disappeared as day turned to night. 

And then Art stopped. He separated from her, smiling prettily. Alexis 
wished, now that he’d stopped, that she had remembered his pretty smile 
while he was kissing her. 

“You want anything else to drink?” he said. 

“I’m good for now,” said Alexis. There was more than enough wine in 
her glass. 
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When Art returned with a beer they moved to the sofa and slipped into 
conversation and smaller touches. Art tucking hair behind her ear. After a 
while Art checked his phone (a polite amount of time had passed since his 
last check), and furrowed his brow a little. 

“Something wrong?” Alexis said. 

“It’s Kate,” Art said. Kate was Art’s agent. Alexis had spent time 
listening to Art’s various appreciations and gripes about Kate. “I have an 
audition. A big one.” Alexis waited for him to elaborate, but he did not. 
“But it’s at seven. Tomorrow morning.” 

“Oh, do you need to prep or something?” 

“I should probably look over this stuff she sent at least,” He shook his 
head, but didn’t look up; kept scrolling quickly. “I’m sorry.” 

“No, it sounds important,” Alexis said. “I get it.” 

“Tl still take you home, though.” 

Alexis hadn’t expected that he would want her to leave. She could have 
sat quietly on her phone while he worked. 

“Sure,” she said. 

So he took her home, a quick kiss goodbye. Back in 5F by 10:00. 

Claudia was up. It was dark in the living room, and the TV was on, but 
muted. She was sitting on the couch picking at her guitar. 

“I didn’t think you'd be back tonight!” Claudia said. 

“Art got an audition out of the blue for tomorrow,” said Alexis. 

“Oh, weird,” Claudia said. 

“Tt is weird, isn’t it?” Alexis said. 

Claudia paused her playing and looked up at Alexis, who had spoken 
more forcefully than the comment seemed to warrant. “You okay?” 
Claudia said. 

Alexis was suddenly exhausted. “I'll tell you in the morning,” she said. 
"T just wanna go to bed." 

“You sure?” 

“Yeah.” 


Holly Duncan was the one who told Alexis about the photo, later the next 
day. Someone had snapped a picture of Alexis and Art together at dinner. 
It was now on an internet tabloid and circulating around social media. 
The Chadwicks were dishing over it in the group chat. 
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Holly: look what i found 

Kerri: OMG 

Jillian: this is soooo cute 

Kerri: u look so pretty alexis!! 
Holly: best couple <3 

Natalie: Happy Valentine’s Day! 


If much of the Chadwicks’ energy was devoted to Art and Alexis, the 
feeling was at least half mutual for Alexis herself. Many of the 
experiences she had with Art seemed to magnify in importance once the 
Chadwicks found out. Even the disappointing “anniversary” suddenly 
seemed okay after the picture, after the Chadwicks had observed how 
much fun she and Art had had together. She really didn’t mind Art’s 
schedule. Her schedule was insane too, and Art’s undemanding nature 
suited her busy life. 

But when she was back at home, it made her feel strange, like she was 
only playing at her relationship with him. Like “Artlexis” was more real 
to the Chadwicks than to her. She said as much to Claudia when they 
discussed it. 

“He’s obviously terrified of you,” Claudia said. 

“He never tries anything, like, serious.” 

“Cause he doesn’t want to freak you out. If you want to sleep with him 
and get it over with, you’re gonna have to make the first move. Carl was 
like that too.” 

“Was Carl your first?” 

“No.” 

Alexis knew that Claudia did not want to discuss the things that had 
happened to her before their reconnection junior year. Those events had 
always been walled off. Not asking was the kindest thing Alexis could 
do—because it proved that she knew what was off-limits. 

“You don’t have to tell me about it,” Alexis said. 

“It’s okay. Just a guy at Paradise. Hey, if you do it with Art, at least you 
won't have to do it in a car. I bet he’d buy new sheets for you. I bet he’d 
buy a new bed.” 

“He doesn’t act like he wants me.” 

“Dude, he does. I’m telling you.” 
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Later, Alexis was awake thinking about it, Claudia snoring softly on the 
other side of the sectional. Maybe she should have sex with Art and get it 
over with, as Claudia said. She was mortified that she was twenty years 
old and still a virgin. What was more embarrassing? Being a virgin, or 
being awake at night worrying about being a virgin? There was a third, 
worse option: being awake at night, worrying about being a virgin, when 
you were a famous rich singer. With a boyfriend. 


Alexis: my life is ridiculous, isnt it? 
Joe: A little. 

Joe: Where'd that come from? 

Alexis: nowhere. late night observations 
Joe: Go to bed! 


She knew Art would be kind. He always spoke well and had a smile on 
his face. But the problem was still there, the problem she always had. The 
thought of having sex repulsed her. That other people would do it seemed 
natural enough. That Claudia would do it seemed natural too. But she 
couldn’t see herself naked anywhere unless she was alone, couldn’t chart 
the moments that led up to it. 

She could imagine the moment itself sometimes (when she was half- 
asleep or dreaming completely). She saw the scene from above—a man 
kissing her neck, his shoulders blocked her body from her own view, and 
his face did not belong to Art. 

So she did not make the first move. She let chances to be close to Art 
pass her by, again and again. There were so many other things to do. 


Like building inhabitable “Personal Worlds.” 


Dove had more ideas for Rich, and it was hard to deny them, since Dove 
had such a great track record and was such a pleasure to work with. The 
first initiative was The Destroyers Club, an official fan membership club 
that was intended to look as unofficial as possible. Of course, the club 
would be pointless if it had even a whiff of PR about it. The goal was to 
make it appear that Claudia and Alexis monitored the content (videos, 
pictures, hints and glimpses of new music) themselves. 
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Wait: how could our Claudia di Paola, enemy of everything artificial, 
possibly stand for this? 

It wasn’t that Claudia had compromised her feelings on this point. Her 
stubbornness about honesty was what allowed her to accept the choices 
made for the benefit of Secure Destruction’s image. She had decided long 
ago that internet selfhoods were by nature inauthentic. There was no such 
thing, in her mind, as being “true” online. So she let them do what they 
wanted. It made no difference to Claudia, beyond improving Secure 
Destruction’s chances for a functional kind of popularity. 

Claudia had also had a shift in perception lately, making it easier to 
have these beliefs. She was seeing herself as a musician, as an artist, for 
the second time in her life (the first time being the writing retreat in Utah 
for Imagemaker). And the music—the art of it—had nothing to do with 
anyone else. She didn’t care if Dove could convince people otherwise. The 
music was about her and Alexis, and that was all that mattered. 

“But the fans are the ones that, you know, make us famous,” Alexis said. 

“I don’t care if we don’t have any fans. I just want to make good songs.” 

In Claudia’s view, good songs would naturally rise to the top. Alexis 
saw it with a less rosy lens: she knew radio play and other deals led to 
listeners, which led to popularity, which led to material success. Plenty of 
bad songs were popular. Sometimes it was more about what Rich and Joe 
did than what she and Claudia did. But she figured that making the best 
songs possible could at least offset the bad taste of that reality. 

And their subtly different opinions could align on this goal. 


NEW SINGLE, NEW SHOWS, AND NEW CLOTHES 
FOR SECURE DESTRUCTION 
5/18/2014 


After a cryptic release announcement on the pop duo’s Twitter 
account that had fans hypothesizing for days, Secure Destruction is 
back with a new single (titled “Open Up”), two new show dates (San 
Francisco and Los Angeles), a new album in July, and a new look. 
Claudia di Paola and Alexis Wolf describe their songwriting process as 
“very private.” Though they've worked on and off in the studio since 
the fall, they tend to do much of their work in the apartment they share 


—171— 


— secure destruction — 


in Century City. This album, they say, will be like nothing they've done 
before. 


"There’s no deep meaning or anything,” said di Paola. “We just want 
to keep growing and evolving." 


"And Claudia wanted to do something drastic with her hair," said 
Wolf. 


"Not gonna lie, that was part of it," di Paola said, flaunting the shaved 
side of her head. 


ASHES (2014) 

1. Collapse 

2. We'd Never Write a Song About Vegas 
3. Birthday Parties 

4. Open Up 

5. Lightswitch 

6. Mine All Mine 

7. Things You Think You Know 

8. Ashes 

9. Skin Song 


Released: July 5, 2014 

Recorded: October 2013 - June 2014 

Studio: All or Nothing Studios, Los Angeles, CA 

Label: Emblem 

Producer: Joseph Masters / Dorian Cook / Henry Chen 
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BIRTHDAY PARTIES 

Blaming you I get upset at birthday parties 

Is not as easy as Can’t go back and can’t say sorry 
I'd like it to 

Be, afraid of I get upset at birthday parties 
Falling through Don’t come back and don’t say 
The mirror and my sight sorry 


Becoming less than true 
(Songwriters: Claudia T. di Paola / 
Ah, ha Alexis Wolf Weber) 
A little more tenderness 
Not a typical circumstance 
Ah, ha 
Can’t say that it’s very useful 
As time goes by you feel it hurtful 


I get upset at birthday parties 
Can’t go back and can’t say sorry 


Knowing me 

I'll find a way to 

Miss the beat 

And lose my 

Favorite words, my cheats 
The more that my heart 
Overheats 


Ah, ha 

A little more tenderness 

Not afraid of the consequence 
Ah, ha 

Can’t complain, you know 
I’m grateful 

But every time I feel it hurtful 
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The album was out, the initial response was good, there was plenty to do 
in preparation for a tour in 2015, but Joe did not feel satisfied. Even while 
demurring and equivocating the entire time, Dove had still managed to 
leave his indelible mark on Ashes. It was clear enough that Dove would 
continue to have a powerful influence on Secure Destruction. But 
complaining that Dove was somehow superseding him would have 
looked petty on Joe’s part, and everything Dove had done so far had 
yielded only positive results. 

He was not in his best form when Alexis called to say that she needed 
him to reschedule a phone interview with PowerPop Magazine, which 
was on August 2nd—the same day Natalie Chadwick was throwing her a 
twenty-first birthday party. 

“You can’t talk to them for half an hour in the morning?” said Joe. 

“We can literally do the next day. They’re the ones that want to talk to 
us, right?” 

“We shouldn’t be difficult about these kinds of opportunities.” 

“The party is a PR thing too,” Alexis said. “There’s gonna be pictures. 
There’s gonna be famous people there.” 

“I just think you should prioritize this over your social life.” 

His stomach sank the moment he said it. There was silence on the 
other end. 

“Alexis...” 

“Can you just reschedule with PowerPop? I’m sure they’Il understand. 
I have to go.” 

She hung up, as if putting space between her and Joe’s disapproval 
would make it sting less. The last thing she wanted to do was jeopardize 
any good luck they were having with the media. But Alexis was much 
more excited about the party than she was about talking to PowerPop, 
and she didn’t want to have to wear the interview-safe voice and 
demeanor while anticipating it. She had a little fantasy: Art treating her 
with perfect kindness at the party, people looking at them, and then later, 
together in some quiet corner, Art telling her how much she meant to him. 
The fantasy had a kind of adamance, an experience that she wanted to 
hurry toward. She didn’t like to admit it, but Joe was part of this 
adamance somehow. If Art could act in a certain way, feel a certain way 
for her, then maybe she could feel it too. If that happened, other thoughts 
that harassed her might also go away, leaving behind a comfortable 
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satisfaction. She wanted that more than anything: the comfort of 


satisfaction. 
* 


The club was called Diamond Something or Pearl Something, Claudia 
didn’t know. But Natalie had made everything perfect in an elegant, 
graceful way. There was not a balloon to be seen at this birthday party. The 
music mixed tracks from Ashes with older Secure Destruction songs and 
other songs that people expected to hear. People wanted pictures. Claudia 
posed for these with snarling facial expressions and middle fingers. Alexis 
was only by her side for a second before being whisked away by Art, 
which Claudia felt unexpectedly annoyed by. She’d thought of Art, these 
last few months, as little more than a prop. At this kind of event, where 
Alexis (and Secure Destruction) was the point, she had expected that Art 
would basically cease to exist. 

She saw the couple vaguely across the room, blocked and unblocked by 
figures passing in front of them. She caught a glimpse of Art laughing in 
an intentional kind of way; he had his arm thrown casually—and 
somewhat possessively—over Alexis’s shoulder. She grimaced. She 
decided, then and there, that she actually didn’t like Art very much. 


Art kissed Alexis six separate times, and held her hand until their palms 
were sticky. When he wasn’t holding her hand had his arm draped over 
her shoulder, as if he always tucked her close to him like this, which he 
did not. 
Alexis tried not to think of Joe’s comment on the phone, of how much it 
had hurt her, of how obvious it was that Joe was referring to this specific 
part of her social life. Art. Any questions brewing about why Joe was so 
uncomfortable about Art were set aside. Art himself was proving the 
unspoken point with his actions. It only took a few minutes for Alexis to 
see with painful clarity that her fantasy was going to remain a fantasy. Art 
was more interested in being next to her when others were watching 
them, when there was a good chance of being photographed. 

They're not taking pictures of you, you know, she wanted to say. You just 
happen to be standing next to me. He was not going to be any different 
tonight than he was on any other night. 
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The next time Art opened his mouth wide to laugh, to be seen laughing, 
she had a sudden, visceral disgusted feeling. She wanted to be away from 
Art. She didn’t want his arm around her, or his hand on hers. She felt a 
vicious, humiliating guilt that she had placed this pointless person over 
her work. Luckily, she was one of the two most important guests here 
(even at her birthday, glimpses of Claudia were in demand). There were 
endless people to talk to, any number of ways to slip away from Art and 
into the crowd. 


The Diamond or Pearl Something club was a big place. Though she could 
still see Art, Claudia had lost sight of Alexis. 

“What do you think of the lights?” 

Natalie had appeared next to her. Natalie was skilled at locating people 
at dark parties. 

“Uh, they’re great,” Claudia said. 

“T asked them to use the softer accent lights,” Natalie said. “It’s subtle, 
but I think it makes a big difference.” 

“I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been here before.” 

“You've never been here?” Natalie said. “This is one of the best clubs in 
LA, Claudia. How do you spend your time?” 

“You know. Giving stupid interviews. Hiding from people in public. 
Not going to clubs,” Claudia said. 

“I guess that’s a perk of having money, but not being famous,” Natalie 
mused. She paused thoughtfully. “But I still want to be famous.” 

Claudia looked at Natalie—this gorgeous person with her impossibly 
good life, who had never spoken quite so frankly about her money 
before—and burst out laughing. 

Natalie seemed surprised for a second. But then she laughed, too. 


Irene: Hi. Any chance you have some time to talk tonight? 


Irene had been absent for the last several weeks. This was unusual, since 
she’d been omnipresent in text message form ever since Alexis and 
Claudia moved to California. Being released from the pressure to 
respond, Alexis had been quietly relieved. But when they finally did 
speak, it was a very long phone call; Alexis in her bedroom with the door 
closed for more than two hours. Claudia couldn’t focus on anything. She 
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scrolled her phone on the couch and waited. (Out-of-the-blue phone calls 
provoked Claudia now. She insisted that people text her first.) Finally, 
Alexis emerged. 

“She kicked my dad out,” said Alexis. 

“What? When?” 

“Two months ago.” 

“What the fuck? She didn’t tell you?” 

“She wants us to come to Vegas to help her clean out the Music Room. 
She doesn’t know what to do with any of the stuff.” 

“He didn’t take it?” 

“T guess not.” 

“Damn,” said Claudia. 

Alexis sat on the couch, tapping her finger against her phone. 

“You okay?” said Claudia. 

“I guess it doesn’t matter what they do. I’m not mad. I mean, it’s not like 
they had a good marriage. My dad’s always been kind of miserable. But I 
still wish she would have told me.” 

“Tt’s totally fucked up.” 

“She said she didn’t want to bother me with it.” Alexis thought back to 
earlier in the year. For a few weeks, Irene’s texts had increased to three or 
four a day before petering out to nothing. Had her mother been desperate 
to reach her? Had things been that bad at home? 

“You have a right to be mad,” Claudia insisted. 

“T guess,” Alexis said. 


Alexis: hey. you have a sec to talk? 
Joe: Sure. is something wrong? 


Claudia and Alexis went to Vegas the following weekend. Claudia was 
dreading it. She had not been back since Mike left. 

The internet told her she was grieving when she researched how she 
felt. Or, more often, when she tried to describe things in the search bar like 
emotions cut off, why dont i feel like anything. How could she be grieving? 
Mike’s heart attack had not killed him. But she’d shaved all the hair on the 
left side of her head and still didn’t feel much. 

She remembered Alexis’s house as a warm place, the setting of the 
happiest memories of her childhood. But when they arrived, the 
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decorations in the hall were gone, Irene’s knick knacks and Alexis’s dance 
photos stripped from the shelves and walls. Scattered around were 
various bags and half-filled cardboard boxes. 

“Mom, are you moving?” said Alexis. 

Irene looked at Alexis with a suspicion that didn’t look natural on her 
face. “That’s why I asked you to come here, hun.” 

“You said Dad moved. You didn’t say you were moving.” 

“Well, I’m not going to live in this house by myself.” 

The conversation ended there. Irene went away with a roll of packing 
tape in her hand. 

Claudia and Alexis went into the Music Room. Claudia felt something, 
pressing hard against her heart, at the sight of it. More feeling than she 
was used to lately. 

Because the room looked the same as it had when they were kids. Not 
a thing out of place. Even Alexis’s tabletop drum kit—now so obviously 
outdated—was still sitting on the metal shelving unit next to the 
computer. On the back wall, near the ceiling, the acoustic foam was 
starting to peel back. The air was dead. There wasn’t movement or 
breathing in this room very often anymore. Claudia had a sudden lurch of 
panic in her stomach—the thought overtook her that all those days and 
years in this room were gone, and were never coming back. She could not 
have them again. Every day she’d spent since was the same; coming and 
going, and going for good. 

For a second, she thought she might even cry. Was that possible? Or 
would it be too humiliating? 

“I don’t think we can take anything,” Alexis said. 

Claudia swallowed the tears away (emotions cut off). 

“The computer’s old. All the mics are old. The chair’s broken, remember?” 

“Some furniture might still be good,” said Claudia. Maybe her stool, 
she thought, the one she always used to sit on? 

“T don’t want any of it,” said Alexis. 


Art: Free tomorrow night? Dinner? :) 

Alexis: omg, i'm so sorry. I forgot to tell you. I had to go to Vegas this weekend 
for a family emergency. I'll text you when i’m home? 

Art: Oh okay. I hope everything’s okay. Let me know if you need anything. 
Alexis: thanks i will :) 
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Going to Vegas had postponed the conversation that Alexis knew was 
coming with Art. It seemed obvious to her that they needed to break up, 
and she intended to do it immediately when she got back to Los Angeles. 
She even considered doing it over the phone. She couldn’t imagine that 
Art would be upset. He was never upset about anything. 

While she was texting Art back, she got another text. Joe. 


Joe: Hey. Hope things in Vegas are okay. I wanted to say sorry. Meant to do it 
when you called before. About what I said about your social life, I mean. Out of 
line. And not true. You work harder than anyone I know. See you when you're 
home. 


Home. Joe was right, wasn’t he? Los Angeles was home now. Where she 
and Claudia lived and did Secure Destruction. Where he is, Alexis thought. 


In the haze of her momentary nostalgia, Claudia decided to go see Leticia. 
She had an unexpected desire to see her bedroom, the house she grew up 
in, her own mother, after being among Alexis’s for several days. She 
promised herself she would be patient with Leticia. To keep things 
positive, as Alexis would say. Alexis offered to go with her, but Claudia 
refused. 

Waiting at the front door, Claudia glanced up at the broken motion sensor 
light above the front door, neglected, never to be completed. She knocked. 

“Mom?” 

“It’s open!” Leticia’s voice from somewhere inside. 

Claudia pushed open the unlocked door. Leticia wasn’t waiting to greet 
her. Claudia heard her voice again. 

“Kitchen!” 

Claudia went toward the kitchen. The house was pristine. It smelled 
like Lysol and artificial air freshener. The more familiar scents of home 
that Claudia had expected were gone. She found Leticia in the kitchen, 
wearing oversized gloves and in the midst of repotting a plant. 

“Hi Mom,” Claudia said. 

There was potting soil on the floor. Newspapers were folded out, 
presumably meant to catch the spillage. 

“Hi Claudia,” Leticia said. She was holding the plant by its mound of 
dirt, Claudia could see roots sticking out. “Can you help me with this?” 
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“Uh, sure.” 

“This pot isn’t big enough. There’s another one in the backyard. The 
blue one. Can you bring it here?” 

“Okay.” 

Claudia got the blue pot from the backyard. Leticia dropped the plant 
inside, picked up the bag of soil and started pouring fresh dirt inside. 

“Gardening?” Claudia said. 

Leticia shook her head, clicked her tongue disapprovingly. “As much as 
you can here, and only in pots. The dirt is so dry. I can’t make anything 
grow.” 

And she went about her potting. Claudia waited for some 
acknowledgment of her arrival that never came. There was an outsized 
reaction brewing, uncomfortable to contain, and worse than feeling 
nothing. 

So she went to her old room. When she twisted the knob and pushed, 
something blocked the door from opening all the way. She managed to 
create enough space to slide in. 

The first thing she noticed was Mike’s old Dolphins jacket, lying on her 
bed, still on its coat hanger. Why was that here? 

Then she looked around. Her room was now home to all of the things 
Mike had failed to take with him. And all of her things; the things she 
hadn’t taken to Los Angeles. 

It was a vault. A tomb for Mike and Claudia, who once lived here. 

Fury. 

Then indifference, dampening her anger. What did she care if Leticia 
locked up all of her and Mike’s things in another room? It wasn’t her 
failure. (Fury at the inability for Leticia to choose: Why couldn’t she either 
throw these things away or look at them?) 

This wasn’t Claudia’s house. This wasn’t Claudia’s life. She had another 
one waiting for her, and the room in that life was filled with sun and the 
TV was huge and Alexis was there. So what did it matter? It didn’t matter, 
she decided. Something heavy floated away. Something she’d been 
clinging to, now being let go. 

Natalie: @Alexis @Claudia I heard you were dealing with some family situations 
this week. I wanted to check in, and just let you know we're all here if you need 


us. 
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Kerri: def!! And we have tonnns to talk about when you get back lol ;) 
Jillian: <3 
Holly: here for u! 


When something’s over, where else is there to go but forward? 


At home in 5F, many habits began to lose their shine. Claudia and Alexis 
had little interest in returning invitations from the Chadwicks, not even 
for the jokes. Mostly because Alexis was about to end things with Art, and 
they both knew this was going to implode their little social scene. 

“Did you get what you wanted from him?” Claudia asked her when 
they discussed how and if Alexis should end things. 

“Basically,” Alexis said. Not really, but this did not feel explainable yet. 

“Dump him,” Claudia said. 

Claudia did not let on, as she might have in the past, how happy she 
was that she’d never have to see Art Chadwick again. She assumed that 
not seeing Art Chadwick meant not seeing Kerri, Jillian, or Holly either. 
Surprisingly, the assumed loss of Natalie did not spark the same feeling, 
but it was not enough to eclipse the relief that Art would soon be out of 
their lives forever. 

Alexis arranged to meet Art at home. She’d thought about calling him, 
but knew it was respectful to do it like this, where they could see each 
other, and he could have a chance to say anything that needed saying. She 
could already envision how Art would look: folding his arms, a half-smile 
on his face, saying he had seen it coming. Especially since the tour for 
Ashes was getting more locked in every day. They were going everywhere, 
including places they’d never been before: Norway, Japan, Argentina. 
Alexis would be gone for at least four months in 2015. 

Claudia had recently bought a car (a silver Jaguar F-Type) and 
volunteered to wait outside until the deed was done. She didn’t see why 
Alexis had to spend extra time with Art once it was over. Instead, Alexis 
asked to borrow her keys. Claudia felt annoyed by this, but didn’t know 
why. Was there something Alexis didn’t want her to know? The door shut 
behind Alexis, and Claudia sprawled on their couch, looking at the 
ceiling. She wondered when she had gotten so paranoid. It was Art’s fault, 
and the Chadwicks, she reasoned. They made her feel like she was being 
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constantly evaluated against a strict rubric of “correct” sociality. Soon it 
would all be over. 


* 


“I don’t think this is working. I’m going to be busy soon with the tour. It 
might be a good time for us to move on.” 

Alexis waited for Art’s polite nod. They were standing on the deck, 
overlooking the hills. Art held a beer and Alexis held the glass of ice water 
Art had insisted on giving her when she refused a drink. She was 
unaware of how clinical her words sounded to Art, who had been 
expecting a casual at-home lunch date. 

Art did not nod. He just stared at her, a brief incredulous look shifting 
quickly to a hardness in his eyes; Alexis was surprised to recognize 
resentment in them. 

“Are you serious?” Art said. 

“Uh,” Alexis said. “Yeah.” 

He kept looking at her, shaking his head a little, making small noises of 
disbelief, reminding Alexis of the victims on the popular prank shows of 
her childhood—before they find out they’ ve been pranked. 

“You're so...” he began, and stopped short. 

“So what?” Alexis said. Her question came out stoic. 

“You're so weird,” Art said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You talk, but you don’t really say anything. You never say yes. Why do 
you always say no?” 

Alexis watched Art struggle to form these accusations and thought that 
he looked kind of stupid. 

“And now you come over here to break up with me? Seriously?” 

“T’m really busy,” Alexis said. 

“Apparently,” said Art, with derision. 

Alexis could have said any number of the things crossing her mind. She 
had a nasty comment about Art’s career on her tongue (said career was 
not exactly flourishing). She wanted to ask him how he could dare to 
speak to her like this—given how little he ever said, given how strangely 
ambivalent he had always been toward her unless they were in public 
together; or, apparently, unless she tried to leave him. She wanted to 
catalog Art’s disinterest for him, but only as a retaliation. She could not 
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feel the emotion anymore, the humiliation of being sent home early or 
forgotten anniversaries. She was almost proud of this, it seemed like 
moving on. All she felt now was a defiant disgust of Art. How dare he lay 
any claim on her? 

She did not see the strange contradictory shades of her own 
ambivalence. When paired with her general enthusiasm for everything, 
the ambivalence didn’t make sense, at least not to a person who liked 
things to make sense. Art Chadwick liked things to make sense. His 
emotions were simple: he felt he had been “led on.” This was not the 
Alexis Wolf he had been promised. His promised Alexis would never 
have been so cold. 


Natalie: Your friend really did a number on my brother. :) 
Claudia: hahaha 

Claudia: so much for saint-malo, lol 

Natalie: Hmm. Maybe not. 

Natalie: This doesn’t mean WE can’t still be friends, does it? 


A series of photographs, circulating on social media: 

Claudia di Paola and Alexis Wolf at an Emblem Records party, standing 
at a distance from a larger group. Every photo looks almost identical, with 
the exception of small physical movements: a change in facial expression 
here, hair tucked behind an ear there; Claudia lifts her hand to take a sip 
of her drink, Alexis folds her arms in front of her chest. They are not 
photographed speaking to anyone else. 


@imagemadeit: uuuuugh CDP why??? Her hair was so gorgeous. | love 
CDP and respect her decision but the shaved hair doesnt look good and 
kind of makes me worry about her 


@kelsbelss: rip artlexis 
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@securedestructionofficial 
COME INTO OUR WORLD. we've worked so hard on this show and 
we're so excited to share it with you. 
#ashesofaworldtour2015 


THE STORY OF “ASHES OF A WORLD / TOUR”: IN TWO 
ASSUMPTIONS 


O&A with Secure Destruction: 


Where are you most looking forward to going on the tour? 
AW: Probably South America. We've never been. 


What's going on with your hair? 
CDP: People are getting really into it, aren't they? The plan is to change 
the color for every city. I’m trying to make each show unique. So when 
people see a picture, they’re like, there’s Claudia with blue hair, that’s 
the Indianapolis show. 


Sounds ambitious. Do you think you'll have the time? 

CDP: Everyone says that! Our manager was cracking up. He thinks it’s so 
stupid. But honestly, it’s not that hard to do. We have people whose 
entire job is to make sure we have whatever we need. Which is still the 
weirdest thing. So | just ask them to go to Walgreens and get me green 
hair dye. Since | can’t go to Walgreens anymore. Which | guess means | 

made it? 


First of all, what was this “World”? 


A beautiful one to be sure. A breathtaking place to live. And that is just 


what Dove intended: for people to want to live there. 
There were categories for the residents: an inner, middle, and outer 


circle. The inner circle were the “builders”—they co-created the world on 
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social media, filling in the intentional blank spaces with inside jokes, 
exclusionary deep-fan associations, images, videos, codewords, and 
acronyms. The albums were referred to by the inner circle exclusively in a 
short-hand: NT, IMGMKR, ASH. Since they already called themselves the 
Destroyers, the marketers used the name too. They were the most likely 
to make Secure Destruction part of their sense of self; mostly teenagers 
and very young adults with excessive time to spend online. They were 
also the most vicious and most critical (of each other, and also of Alexis 
and Claudia). But the point was not to keep the inner circle happy—it was 
to keep them talking. 

The middle circle was a step removed from the activities of the inner 
circle. Some middle circle inhabitants could move to the inner circle, if 
the engagement was successful. The middle circle was larger, older, and 
had more money. They were actually more likely to purchase bigger- 
ticket merchandise than the inner circle. They were the second most- 
important group. 

The outer circle consisted of peripheral people, the people who had 
“heard of them,” the ones who could be coerced to care. The outer circle 
was the marketing strategy’s priority. 

Alexis and Claudia did not spend much time thinking about these 
categories. In fact, they were encouraged not to, beyond being sure to post 
a selfie or a poll once in a while to drum up engagement. Instead they 
were thinking about aesthetics. Ashes needed to be a world: it was colors, 
shapes, simple iconography that would be recognizable in an instant by 
people in the know; interesting enough to catch the attention of those who 
did not know yet. The creation of this world was a collaboration between 
Alexis, Claudia, and a team of stylists, designers, and marketing artists. 


Asking them questions like: 

“Are the circles in this pattern too round? Or too sharp?” 

“Is this green too aggressive? Should be it softer? Prettier?” 
“Should this be simpler? Bolder? More complicated? Sexier?” 


All of the team’s opinions were posed as questions, even when they were 
not questions. 

“They’re just such kiss-asses,” Claudia said to Alexis and Joe. 

“You'd better get used to that,” Joe said. 
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There were a select number of patterns and designs, plus iterations of 
those patterns and designs that would be made limited edition. 


See them: 

A5x5 grid of quarter-sized midnight blue circles, white background. The 
circle at location four across, three down is engulfed in yellow flames. 
Subtly printed in a thin typeface at the bottom right corner, below the 
grid, styled all lowercase: “secure destruction.” A rare version of the 
pattern: black background, neon green circles, pink flames. 


A minimalist, two-dimensional design of a planet, yellow land and white 
ocean, with neon green flames. Or, neon green land, black ocean, yellow 
flames. These patterns could be purchased on stickers, T-shirts, sweaters, 
mugs, and posters. 


The tour shirt: On the front, the planet in flames (in either palette). On the 
back, “ASHES OF AWORLD / TOUR’ set large, a typical list of dates and 
locations, “secure destruction” set smaller underneath the dates, all the e’s 
in flames. 


The designers had fun associating colors and patterns with one half of the 
duo. They had to be distinct—the fans often aligned themselves more 
closely with either Claudia or Alexis, and would buy merchandise 
accordingly. This also encouraged a double-purchase: both palettes of the 
single item. Yellows, whites, and other soft or medium tones were Alexis- 
colors. Grays, blacks, and neon tones were Claudia-colors. Intentional 
scarcity was created by making more Alexis tones in a certain pattern or 
item, more Claudia tones in another, forcing the Secure Destruction 
enthusiast to go searching for the rarer one. 


Ashes of a World / Tour: The Setlist 
Not 
Collapse 
Birthday Parties 
Gross 
Tomorrow, Yesterday 
Explain Yourself 
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Mine All Mine 
Things You Think You Know 
Lightswitch 
Open Up 
Ignore Me 
Never Never 
Shadows 
Precipice 
Pale Sky 
On Your Side 
Easier 
Skin Song 
Atlas 
We'd Never Write a Song About Vegas 
When I Knew You (Briefly) 
Because I... 

I See Skies 
So Well 
Imagemaker 
Ashes 


The first time Natalie Chadwick appeared at an Ashes show, she did not 
tell Claudia and Alexis she was there. Claudia saw it the next day on 
Instagram (via Alexis, who had put the phone in her face). Natalie posted 
a zoomed-in video of Claudia tossing her head back, her hair arcing over 
her head, in slow-motion mode. Claudia had been texting on and off with 
Natalie since the end of Art and Alexis, but tour preparations had kept 
conversation slight for a couple of months. 


Claudia: you came all the way to new orleans lol? 

Claudia: you should have told us, you coulda come back and said hi 

Natalie: I didn’t want to bother you. Plus, I don’t know if Alexis wants to see me, 
considering. 


“Do you have an issue seeing Natalie?” Claudia asked Alexis. They were 
on the bus, going to North Carolina. 
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“No,” Alexis said right away. She didn’t think she cared, but was only 
now—after saying no—starting to think about it. 

“Cool. She didn’t say hi in New Orleans because she... you know, she 
wanted to make sure it was okay. I told her it was probably fine, but that 
I'd ask you.” 

Claudia was still convinced that Art had meant very little to Alexis, and 
so the emotional fallout would be equally minor. She was not wrong. 
Alexis did not miss Art and she didn’t feel alone. But she did hear his 
words in her head more often than Claudia would have ever believed. 
You're so weird. Why do you always say no? She wondered if he was right. 
Was she weird? What kind of liabilities could her weirdness contain? 

She left Claudia out of these private worries. The tour had kicked off 
better than either of the last two, in terms of how Claudia and Alexis were 
with each other. They both acknowledged—in 5F together, the night 
before Ashes began—that they tended to feel distance between them 
while on tour. They were mutually determined to not let that happen this 
time. 

“Tell her to come whenever she wants,” Alexis said. “I really don’t 
mind. It would be great to see her.” 

Claudia wondered when she had begun to miss Natalie, and why she 
hadn’t noticed until now. 

“Coffee?” It was Joe, coming into the front lounge. 

“Sure,” said Alexis. 

“Me too,” said Claudia. 

Neither of them mentioned the way Alexis’s promise of a year ago had 
faded away—the promise that Joe would travel separately next time they 
went on tour. It just didn’t make sense not to have him there. It was easier, 
and it was comforting: Joe knew them so well. 


@peaceluvandalexiswolf: Omg. Last night was life changing. | saw the not 
tour and imagemaker, but this show... omg. best secdes show i've ever 
seen hands down. They are getting so much bigger and better than ever. 
SO PROUD #destroyersforever #cdpshairwaspurple 

@angelicamac12: #CDPshairwasblue 


@_mineallmine_: #cdpshairwaspink 
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And there was Natalie, in the green room. Atlanta. Atlanta, their sixth 
show, another stadium, here and gone. To Alexis, it felt like seeing a 
person from a long time ago. 

Natalie clasped her hands primly on her knee, legs crossed. She had 
with her a small entourage—three women—who Claudia did not 
recognize and whose names she immediately forgot. They were not the 
previous Chadwicks. 

“It’s an incredible show,” Natalie said. The entourage nodded, almost 
in tandem. Natalie was the only one at ease. The other three were barely 
maintaining their constructed composure. 

“Thanks,” Claudia said. She was still sticky from sweat, though the 
show had ended nearly an hour ago. Even now, Claudia struggled when 
people freaked out in her presence. The big crowds no longer phased her, 
she was even getting better at talking to the press. But it was hard to be 
this close to people who could not speak to her. 

“I mean it,” Natalie said. “The way you've done the stage, the two long 
walkways. It’s not a small show at all, it doesn’t feel dressed-down, but it 
doesn’t feel overdone. I like that it’s not a spectacle, but you still feel like 
you've seen something spectacular.” 

Claudia glanced quickly behind her. Alexis was better at navigating 
these kinds of compliments and analyses than she was. But Alexis was 
turned around entirely in her chair, listening to Joe. She hadn’t heard 
Natalie speak. 

“Thanks,” Claudia said. “Sorry, I’m not great at, like, talking about it.” 

Natalie shook her head. “Not at all. We don’t have to talk about it. 
Where are you going next?” 

“De 

“I’m going to be on the east coast for a few weeks. When will you be in 
New York?” 

“Another week or two. I think. I never remember the order.” 

“Of course you don’t,” Natalie said, smiling. “Well, when you get to 
New York, let me know. I’d love to show you around.” 

Claudia didn’t know what Natalie meant by “Of course you don’t,” but 
let it pass. This allowed Natalie to make her assumptions. 
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The first assumption: that Claudia was apathetic about her circumstances and 
the people around her. 


It wasn’t a hard mistake to make if you were meeting Claudia around that 
time. She had an air of indifference about her. She rarely understood or 
tried to understand the logistics of who “Claudia di Paola” was in the 
world. Even her caring—for performing, for the music, for fun—was 
understated. She spent money like crazy. This was all easily 
misrecognized as fashionable apathy. But the central emotion of her life, 
always, was still present: and all the stronger for not being acknowledged. 
A flurry of feelings, too large for and unsuited to the environment, 
bubbling constantly under the surface. 

The only place this could be released was on stage. Claudia was better 
in concert than she had ever been—all the reporters agreed. This only 
contributed to Natalie’s misrecognition. Claudia had the stereotypical 
qualities of a carefree, effortlessly talented celebrity. Inside, she just felt 
like a kid, a kid who kept leaving everything she had on stage every night 
(and kept having little twinges of shame after her performances, a feeling 
like she’d shared too much). 

The celebrity version of Alexis extended seamlessly from the real one. 
Their photographer (Robert P. Young) took hundreds of ideal pictures at 
every show and Alexis was sure to post one or two for the internet. Her 
phone was a portal to a perfect version of her world. She used the portal 
even when it showed her things that were less than perfect. 


Dove Cook: Amazing pictures last night 
Dove Cook: Give Rob a raise 
Dove Cook: You give him a lot to work with though 


On another day, alone in the leather bus seat, Alexis took up her portal for 
an obligatory selfie. She also tried to post something personal every week, 
since Claudia was inconsistent. But it was hard when they were so busy. 
There were more texts waiting for her. 
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Irene: I was just thinking about that dance competition in Anaheim. When you 
got the individual first. It was before we switched to the other club. 2005? You 
girls were so cute and talented. 

Irene: Good memories. :) Hope you have a good day and a good show tomorrow. 


Alexis wasn’t ignoring her mother on purpose. It was hard when they 
were so busy. And she couldn’t define her feelings—she knew her mother 
would be happier away from her father, but Irene did not seem happier. 
She was always texting memories. Memories were jarring and 
uncomfortable in a life like Alexis’s. Both of her parents had hidden so 
much from her; even the falling apart of her family was a secret badly- 
kept. Getting texts from Irene reminded her how long it had been since 
she had talked to her father. He never called. 

She swiped out of the text without responding and into the camera. 
Held out her arm, tapped a few pictures with her thumb. 

“Sorry!” 

Joe was crossing into the hallway behind her, headed to the front of the 
bus. Alexis reviewed the pictures—Joe had managed to get into the 
background of all three. 

“No worries,” Alexis said. She took a few more, and almost without 
thinking, almost entirely an impulse, sent a picture to Joe. “Here, you’re 
not in this one.” 

Joe smiled at his phone. “Better for it, too.” Later, he would smile again 
when he noticed that Alexis posted a different version of the photo on 
Instagram. The one she sent to him was his. 

Joe’s thoughts had often lingered on Alexis since her parents separated. 
It was strange, the way that her father couldn’t give her consideration or 
pride. He remembered how her mother’s expectations had stalled her 
confidence in the past. (Recording the first album. It seemed so long ago.) 
Now he could tell that her mother’s circumstances were stalling Alexis’s 
confidence again. Why did unconditional affection and proper support 
seem to elude her? 

There was no answer to this question. But the impact of his sympathy 
was that he trusted Alexis more, and saw her as unfailingly genuine. His 
feeling of protectiveness toward her was only made stronger. 
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Why didn’t the same thoughts occur to him about Claudia? Certainly 
Claudia also deserved more support than she had. Joe knew this too, and 
tried to serve that role for her. But Joe also knew that Mike texted Claudia 
all the time, trying to repair their connection. Leticia had some interior 
strength—presenting as stubbornness—that Irene did not. Claudia herself 
was more... how to say it? Claudia could build her own walls. She built 
walls between herself and others, and brought them down, constantly. 
Alexis did not seem quite capable of this—it was like she needed 
someone’s help to be well-defended. 

Joe’s protective inclination was now colliding with Alexis’s fears, 
which were more pronounced than they’d ever been. She’d never 
wanted someone to keep her safe so badly. And he’d never felt more 
drawn to the task. 


Where we find the second assumption: that Alexis’s desires were unknown or 
inaccessible to her. 


The truth: Alexis had always known what she wanted, for as long as she 
could remember. She wanted to go to school, and she went to school. She 
wanted to be Claudia’s friend, and she became Claudia’s friend. She 
wanted to be a star. And she was capable of wanting even more. 

Wherever she took a selfie for the fans, she got into the habit of sending 
an outtake to Joe. Something felt good about this action, supplementing 
every image of herself that she gave to the public with a private image for 
one other person. It felt especially good that that person was Joe. He sent 
back star emojis, exclamation points, smiles. In the beginning, he did not 
send any words. 


SECURE DESTRUCTION ADD SECOND NIGHT AT MADISON 
SQUARE GARDEN ON ACCLAIMED ASHES OF A WORLD TOUR 


In New York, Secure Destruction did a short performance on a famous 
show. There were occasional moments capable of bursting through the 
daily task list and reminding Alexis of how preposterous it all was. 

“Do you think this is our peak?” Alexis said to Claudia after their first 
rehearsal for the famous show. 
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Claudia shrugged and made a face. “Maybe,” she said. Alexis could 
only laugh. The truth of that—“maybe”—surprisingly settled her awe. 


The party was invite-only. Natalie assured them that they would not need 
security and brought a car to pick them up. The walls were melting when 
they arrived. Or that was what it looked like; an illusion of colored light. 
Natalie knew people, and everyone knew them. They posed for a few 
pictures and then people left them alone. To dance. 


Dove Cook: Loved you on SNL 
Dove Cook: You could get into acting. I could help. I know everyone you'd need 
to know 


Two days off in New York. Natalie invited them somewhere else the next 
night, with a new entourage. Alexis seemed uninhibited, which was 
unusual, but pleasing for Claudia. This was the kind of thing Alexis 
would have disapproved of in the past, but here she was, having as much 
fun as anyone else. 

“Fun” was surely possible, but parties seemed excessively temporary. 
The time spent partying was always disconnected by transitions—people 
in the process of leaving or showing up or greeting someone or getting 
another drink or going to the bathroom. Alexis often vanished like this, in 
transition, and Claudia stood alone with Natalie. During one of these 
moments a pretty man yelled in Natalie’s face. 

“You didn’t come!” he said. To what? Was this a question? A demand? 

“T was busy,” Natalie said. 

“You didn’t even say you weren’t coming. I saved you a table. It was a 
whole-ass empty table. Fucking embarrassing.” 

It was too loud for the conversation to continue intelligibly. Claudia 
danced. When she stopped for breath the man was gone. Natalie’s 
forehead gleamed uncharacteristically with sweat and her eyes were 
vacant. 

“Are you fucked up?” Claudia said. 

“I blew off Thomas and went to see Secure Destruction in Buffalo,” 
Natalie said. “That’s you. Secure Destruction is you. 

“You're fucked up!” 

“Thomas should know that I don’t care what he thinks.” 
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Two headlines: 
ALEXIS WOLF’S SURPRISING ON-THE-ROAD ESSENTIALS 


SECURE DESTRUCTION’S DI PAOLA SUFFERS MINOR INJURIES 
AFTER FAN THROWS HAIR DYE KIT, HAIRBRUSH ON STAGE 


Joe, laughing in a hotel room. Claudia with a bruise on the bridge of her 
nose. When she got hit with the hairbrush on stage, her nose bleeding 
like a bitch, no one was laughing. Big collective gasps from the crowd. 
When Alexis saw Claudia with blood running through her fingers, her 
first panicked thought was that Claudia had been shot. Paranoias lived 
in the back of Alexis’s mind, even though they’d never had more 
security. She told Claudia and Joe, even though it was so embarrassing. 
Especially when they found out the weapon was a hairbrush and the 
injury certainly an accident. 


@dontsaysorryxxx: destroyers when Alexis is living her life: OMG BABY 
SAVE HER AT ALL COSTS 


@dontsaysorryxxx: destroyers when Claudia is living her life: get it girl 
stay reckless fuck around 


Natalie followed them to the UK. In London, Claudia threw up on the 
sidewalk. Natalie insisted on going to the place (where Claudia threw up 
on the sidewalk). So they went. When Alexis vanished—as she always 
did—Natalie took Claudia by the wrist until they found the person she’d 
been looking for. Another man Claudia didn’t know. Natalie chucked her 
glass at him, where it shattered at his feet. A brief hush followed the crash, 
and some alarmed voices, but when the man retreated everyone forgot 
about it. 

“Did we come all the way here just to throw a glass at that guy?” 
Claudia shouted over the music. 

Natalie shrugged. Claudia laughed. 

“You're fucking crazy,” Claudia said. 

“Tm not crazy.” 

“Okay, then you’re amazing.” 
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“No I’m not. I’m just bored. I’m so fucking bored, Claudia. Are you...” 
She blinked and tried again. “Are you going to be boring?” 

“Hell no,” Claudia said. 

“Good.” 

Alexis reappeared and Claudia put a shot in her hand (Alexis’s first, 
Claudia’s third). Claudia smashed her glass. Natalie laughed. There 
would be a small article the next day about Claudia di Paola breaking 
things, throwing up on the sidewalk, and being taken home by Alexis 
Wolf. Claudia and Alexis would laugh about it: how nice that they could 
laugh about it now. In the past Alexis would have taken it much more 
seriously. (The article did not mention Natalie Chadwick.) 


Mike: I am loving Ashes, Claudia. Fantastic record. Your best. 


The world was larger but smaller somehow. Countries were unexpectedly 
transferable. Nowhere was too far, almost nothing was too expensive. 
This movement didn’t stay in the memory like Claudia thought it would. 
It became a mass of time, blending into itself, unchronological. 

“I thought we were in France? But everyone was speaking Spanish, so maybe 
we were in Spain...” This was Natalie talking to her over an indulgent 
breakfast, trying to place a conversation they had with a person, someone 
interesting she wanted to talk about. Claudia could not remember who, or 
why. 


Burning shins and calves; numb feet; sore shoulders; skinned knees; the 
constant catching of colds. Tour wounds. 


In the repose of a hotel room, it could all be funny. Even a picture, taken 
in near-darkness, angled to show the left side of Alexis’s body from her 
shoulder to her ankle. It could be funny to change into black underwear 
for the picture, it could be funny not to wear a shirt. 

Joe told himself that didn’t want to see the pictures. He even— 
sometimes, in strong moments—deleted them. But he did not tell her to 
stop. He could not say truthfully that he wanted her to stop. 


@secdes_team: is it just me or are we about to see claudia’s fuckup era 
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With more money came more hotels and airplanes, fewer nights spent 
trying to sleep in the bunk of a tour bus. Without the familiar motion of 
the bus beneath her, Alexis woke up more than once thinking she would 
find herself at home in 5F. Whenever they had the choice, she chose the 
bus, but being famous in airports was not the problem now. Flying itself 
scared her. Just before take off, every time, she tried to breathe slowly to 
calm her heart. Wondering if this would be it, were these her last 
moments? Visions of trying to call her mother and father to say she loved 
them. Then what? Waiting for the end. 


@jessicaamandacollins2: | love how Alexis is the responsible one and they 
can balance each other out <3 they are the best best friends 


Because one must always behave as expected —to not meet expectations is the 
only objective sin. 


Alexis was good at looking like a person partying. But when she went out 
with Claudia and Natalie, she was anticipating that moment, toward the 
end of the night, when things were almost over. She took this time to send 
a picture to Joe. If he was still awake they'd text. 


Joe: You don’t text like you’re drunk. 
Alexis: i’m not. i never am. 


She was in one of the bathrooms at a house that belonged to some 
acquaintance of Natalie’s, leaning against a full-length mirror. She’d sent 
a photo of herself sitting on the sink, pulling the cut in the front of her 
dress down further than she really wore it, allowing the skirt to slide up 
toward her hips. 


Joe: So you send me this stuff sober? 

Alexis: “\_(Y)_/~ 

Joe: Lol. 

Alexis: you always wait up 

Alexis: how do you pass the time? 

Joe: It’s easy. I work for two pop stars. There’s plenty to do. 
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Joe: And I think a lot. 

Alexis: me too 

Joe: You should be having fun. 
Alexis: i am having fun. i’m dancing. 
Joe: And thinking. 

Alexis: and thinking 


(Reviewing the pictures later, months later, Alexis would be surprised to 
see only four from bathrooms at parties. It seemed like so many more 
nights. But they were on tour—at the end of the day, it was work.) 


Mike: Just want you to know I’m really proud of you. 


Nothing scared Claudia. She told Alexis this, when Alexis worried about 
their flights or about imaginary people who intended to bomb their 
venues. The mindset was optimal for performing, but she was also 
indifferent to most criticism. Only Alexis’s opinion had any meaning to 
Claudia, and Alexis wasn’t calling Claudia out on any of her questionable 
decisions (the purchase of a second car: a brand new, all-black 2015 BMW 
ZA; going into crowded clubs and getting swarmed by fans; posing for 
photos with celebrities she ran into with Natalie that ended up on the 
internet). 


@alexiswolfupdates_: omg alexis... | just wanna protect her. like who are 
these people AHHHHH 
@ripmyteeth_byaccident: I’m sure CDP is there she will be fine <3 


Joe: How do you see yourself? 

Alexis: i dont know 

Joe: I don’t think it’s anything like the way other people see you. 
Joe: It’s definitely not like the way I see you. 


Was it at the hotel in Amsterdam, after the show? Was the suite for 
Claudia and Alexis, and Natalie was over, or were they visiting Natalie in 
a room she’d booked? It must have been their suite: Alexis was gone, in 
bed early. Natalie and Claudia were up. Natalie was tipsy, Claudia was 
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sober and annoyed. She hated being sober when other people were 
drinking (but she couldn’t drink that night—why? It must have been 
before the show in Amsterdam, she never drank the night before a show 
anymore). Natalie picked up Claudia’s phone in a teasing way. 

“T bet I can guess your code.” 

“Don't, it locks you out after too many wrong tries.” 

“T won't be wrong. Four digits?” 

“Stop—" 

“I got it!” Natalie threw back her head and laughed. “Only three tries. I 
told you. Your birth month. And her birth month. One-one-zero-seven.” 

“Just give it back.” 

Natalie was scrolling through texts when Claudia finally got up and 
snatched the phone. Natalie shook her head. 

“The only people you text are Alexis and Joe. And me.” 

“It’s not like I have tons of time to meet people.” 

“lm not making fun of you,” Natalie said, suddenly serious. “I’m 
trying to figure out how to be your friend.” 

“We are friends.” 

“Who's Mike?” 

“My uncle,” Claudia said. 

Natalie had also noticed the way Claudia named her contacts: Joe. 
Alexis. Natalie Chadwick. A few names of people who must have been other 
Secure Destruction insiders. First and last names, always. Except for Joe 
and Alexis. And Mike. 


Alexis: Natalie does a surprising amount of ecstasy lol 
Joe: That actually doesn’t surprise me. 


Alexis held her breath. Claudia sat next to her on the plane, completely 
calm, playing idly with a new iPad. They had begun to hire private 
planes. It made Alexis feel less afraid, and it was easier to manage travel 
when they could not be seen. 

But if the plane went down anyway, Alexis would tell Claudia how 
much she loved her, how she wouldn’t have had this any other way. 
Glancing toward Joe, up a row or two, tapping busily on his phone. She 
told Joe she was afraid of flying, so he always flew with them; she told Joe 
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she was still scared, so he hired private planes. Would he have anything 
to say, in the face of certain death? 


@s3cur3d3stroy3r: i dunno | feel like if | was alexis | would be worried lol. 
CDP is a MESS 


In late June, Natalie wanted to take Claudia and Alexis somewhere during 
their weekend off. 

“Where do you want to go?” Natalie said to Claudia on the phone. “We 
can go anywhere.” 

Natalie seemed to enjoy the extra pains that needed taking whenever 
she went places with Secure Destruction. This was starting to grate on 
Claudia—sometimes Natalie relished a little too much in all the 
preemptive measures, secret back doors, awkward timing, hoods and 
sunglasses and other disguises. She relished a little too much when those 
measures occasionally failed. Claudia did not want to go “anywhere” —if 
the plan was to actually relax, she would rather disappear in a secluded 
place where people didn’t have to interact with her fame. 

“Somewhere quiet?” she said. 

“I know somewhere perfect.” 

“Joe’s gonna come on Sunday to pick us up.” 

“He doesn’t have to do that. I can arrange the travel.” 

“It’s fine, he wants to.” 

The more time she spent with Secure Destruction, the more Natalie 
noticed these subtle lines Claudia drew in the sand. But her motivation 
was intact: she still believed that these were very interesting friends to 
have, and that something about her own life was going to change soon. 

Natalie was primed to always feel like things were about to change 
drastically, perhaps because her environments were so fluid; never the 
same for very long. The people she kept around were also fluid. She liked 
it this way, since she was averse to boredom. But what Natalie called 
“boredom” was much more energetic than most people’s understanding 
of the word. Her boredom was like agitation, or effrontery. She was 
offended by dullness. 
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Secure Destruction was a good buffer against dullness—especially 
Claudia. Natalie’s feelings toward Alexis were less generous. Alexis was 
a closed book, but Natalie knew that boxing out Alexis meant boxing 
out Claudia too. Natalie thought Claudia was more exciting than 
anyone else she was obligated to spend time with. (She was also prone 
to feel like most of her social connections were obligatory.) Natalie 
correctly recognized a coarse kind of authenticity in Claudia, which 
Natalie shared, though Natalie’s life had forced her to temper it. This 
was part of Claudia’s allure: she was famous and successful and had 
seemingly not tried to lie about herself. 

But for Claudia, loyalty was just as important as authenticity, so much 
that in her mind they were often the same thing. 

And Natalie Chadwick had very little sense of loyalty. 

They spent the weekend—forty-nine protracted hours, time that felt 
longer than the previous two weeks of travel and shows—at a villa on a 
beach in Italy. Just the three of them and two others of Natalie’s circle. This 
stretch of beach was private to the villa, connected to nothing but the 
ocean, which spread out beyond their feet as if the whole horizon was 
theirs alone. Claudia and Alexis (both recovering from tour colds) laid on 
white sand and almost relaxed. 

“T feel like I’m looking at a picture of an Italian beach,” Alexis said to Claudia. 

“It doesn’t seem real,” Claudia agreed from the towel next to Alexis. 

The sound of waves muffled their conversation, making it impossible to 
hear from where Natalie was lying on Claudia’s left. Alexis looked at her 
phone again. 

“Are you expecting something?” Claudia said. 

“Not really,” Alexis said. She could tell Claudia was on to her. Alexis had 
been rattled by an influx of texts from Dove over the last couple of days. 


Dove Cook: There’s a billboard of you in West Hollywood that I love 
Dove Cook: I’m old school. I drive by it on purpose 


She hadn’t told anyone about Dove's texts since the tour began. The 
messages were usually in response to a new image of Alexis he saw 
somewhere. She had not replied to any of them, not even to say thank 
you. She was uncomfortable, and embarrassed that he was still capable of 
making her feel uncomfortable. 
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She told Joe when she was nervous, and so he flew with them, and 
spoke for them, and promised to do impractical things (like accompany 
them back from a weekend trip in Italy). It made her feel safer. But it 
wasn’t always enough. 


Dove Cook: You never send me a reply... 
Dove Cook: sigh.... :( 


When Claudia’s attention shifted to Natalie, Alexis lifted her phone 
straight up and captured an image of her body from the navel to just 
beneath her nose. 


Joe: It’s weird without your face. 


When the sun was late in the sky, they rolled up their towels, crossed the 
sand and climbed the hill back to the villa. Alexis took a shower. And took 
another picture, before the steam cleared. 


Joe: ¥ 


Natalie put on a playlist of soft, ambient music and dimmed the lights 
while the five vacationers lounged in the living room. Alexis looked again 
at Joe’s last message. She’d already deleted the picture, she always deleted 
the pictures out of the conversation thread immediately. She couldn’t 
believe she’d really sent that one. It was beyond impulsive. And he’d 
responded: not to punish or chastise her. He would not force her to 
explain herself, even though he deserved an explanation. She did not 
have one. 

“Expecting something?” 

Claudia looked at her over the huge arm of a reclining chair. Alexis felt 
guilty for a new reason. They had agreed not to drift apart on this tour, 
and here she was, again, holding on to secrets. 

“No,” Alexis said. “But getting things anyway.” 

“Like what?” said Claudia. 

“Does Dove ever text you?” 

“God no. Why?” 
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Ina perfect sleight of hand movement, Alexis archived her conversation 
with Joe, opened the thread with Dove, and passed her phone to Claudia. 
She watched Claudia’s face contort in disgust. 

“What the fuck?” 

“Hmm?” Natalie said from the other side of the room, in the open 
kitchen, where she was pouring red wine into five glasses. 

“This is gross. Can’t he be, like, fired?” 

“Fired from what?” Alexis said. 

“Who?” said Natalie. She carried three glasses in a triangle 
configuration with both hands, having left the other two on the counter, 
where her other guests were apparently expected to fend for themselves. 
She handed a glass to each of them and then took the matching chair 
across from Claudia, diagonal from Alexis. 

“Dove Cook,” Claudia said. “He’s a producer.” 

“IL know who he is,” Natalie said. 

“But look at these texts. What a fucking creep. Can’t he get in trouble?” 

She put the phone up to Natalie’s face. Natalie leaned forward in the 
chair and pursed her lips and sipped her wine. Then she shrugged. 

“You should see the comments I get on Instagram,” she said. “Horny 
old men and frat guys.” 

“Yeah, but you—” Claudia began. Natalie raised an eyebrow. “You 
posted those.” 

“Only because I don’t have other people posting them for me. Your 
whole job is getting people to react to pictures of you.” 

“But what if the horny old men were texting you?” Claudia protested. 

“You don’t have to respond. But if one of those horny old men could 
help me with my career, then I’d respond.” 

“I think it’s fucked up,” Claudia said. 

Natalie turned to Alexis. “Don’t be freaked out. Dove Cook is 
influential, and he gives a shit about you. Congratulations.” 

Alexis offered half a smile, but said nothing. 

“He gives too much of a shit,” Claudia mumbled. 

“Don’t mention it to Joe.” Natalie heard Alexis say in an undertone as 
Claudia was returning her phone. 


When Joe arrived the next day to pick them up, Natalie watched Alexis. 
She watched Claudia, who seemed ignorant of the way Alexis was 
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looking at Joe, and talking to Joe, and allowing Joe to touch her shoulder. 
Natalie had two thoughts: that Claudia must be spectacularly—or 
willfully—unobservant, and that Claudia was underestimating Alexis. 
Watching her now, Natalie just didn’t believe that a few weird texts were 
enough to puncture Alexis’s bubble of concern. 


Natalie was not entirely wrong. 


Joe: Do you get how this feels for me? 

Alexis: honestly? no 

Alexis: tell me? 

Joe: When I find a way to explain it you'll be the first to know 


One wrong move and it would all be over. It couldn’t possibly stay like 
this. Shows sold out. They were full of compliments for each other— 
Alexis said, “Doesn’t Claudia look fucking hot tonight?” to their 
audience. Which audience? 


Mike: I am sorry, Claudia. I understand that you may not respond. But I want 
you to know, again, that I’m sorry. I'll say it as many times as I have to. 


Alexis closed her eyes as the plane’s engines roared to life. What would 
the world think about the untimely demise of Secure Destruction? 
Headlines, magazines, a sad retrospective documentary by this time next 
year. Memorial posts from the fans. A slideshow at the Grammys, though 
they still didn’t have a Grammy. 

But certain death never came, of course. 


SECURE DESTRUCTION TOUR BREAKS RECORD: HIGHEST- 
GROSSING TOUR IN LABEL HISTORY 
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OPEN UP 
More, love 
More, love 
More 


Use me and amuse me 
Meaning making me a muse 
Choose me and accuse me 
How much is really left to lose? 


Not much? 
Enough? 

I called your bluff 
So open up 


More, love 
More, love 
More 


Kiss me and acquit me 
Keeping counting me a quit 
Hate me and create me 


How much time has passed in this? 


Too much? 
Enough? 

I called your bluff 
So open up 


More, love 
More, love 
More 


Hate, babe, 
Is a strong word 


Hate, babe, 
Is the wrong word 


Hate, babe, 
Is a strong word 


Hate, babe, 
Is the wrong word 


How much? 

Enough? (More) 

I called your bluff (Love) 
So open up 


(Songwriters: Claudia T. di Paola / 
Alexis Wolf Weber) 
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Joe seemed to finally catch the energy that Alexis and Claudia had been 
skimming on all summer. He often touched Alexis’s hands carelessly, as 
if his hands were magnetized to hers. Alexis liked to create 
opportunities for him to be careless. She choreographed the future in the 
mind—a series of steps. 

Step one: She said no when Claudia asked her if she wanted to go out 
with Natalie the night after the show in Tokyo. She encouraged Claudia 
to go without her. (Claudia caught Alexis’s evasiveness, but she didn’t 
question it. Tokyo is one of my favorite cities in the world, Natalie had said 
wistfully. August 8th was their Tokyo show, the tour ended forever on 
August 15th. Claudia still hadn’t found the feeling she wanted. Maybe 
there were still places to look.) 

Step two: Alexis told Joe that she wanted to try a restaurant that had 
caught her eye (close to the hotel, not far to walk to). Joe agreed. She 
considered herself innocuous. She did not tell Joe that Claudia wouldn’t 
be joining them until they met in the lobby just before their reservation. 

“Where’s Claudia?” he said. 

“She’s out with Natalie tonight.” 

Step three: Alexis ordered sake at the restaurant, which appeared in a 
decanter, with two small ceramic cups. Joe only had one cupful. 

“No more?” she said. 

Joe shook his head. 

“Are you sure? There’s plenty.” 

“I’m fine,” he said. 

They walked back to the hotel afterwards. Alexis felt good—loose, but 
in control. She had only eaten a few pieces of sushi, so she wouldn’t feel 
too heavy; that had gone according to plan. She wished Joe had had more 
to drink. He had defied all of the possibilities she imagined for him. When 
they entered the lobby, she tried again. Step four. 

“Have you been to the roof yet?” 

“No,” Joe said. 

“Wanna check it out?” 

“Sure.” 

“There’s a pool. I want to go swimming.” 

“Oh—” Joe ungracefully feigned that he’d remembered something 
important. “You know, actually, I shouldn't. I’ve been putting off some 
stuff all day, and it’s already late.” 
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“Are you sure—?” 

“Don’t miss out because of me. You should go.” 

At midnight, Alexis was the only one swimming on the rooftop. It 
would have been too embarrassing to not swim, to confess to herself that 
she had only suggested it so that they might swim together. The effect of 
the sake had faded, her choreography was a memory that had never 
occurred, she was disappointed. But it was hard to feel bad ina place like 
this. The lights on the rooftop deck were dim and neon blue, buildings 
surrounding the hotel rose up into her vision, looking much closer than 
they were. She leaned against the edge of the pool and stared at those 
buildings, the water moving slowly around her shoulders. (Claudia 
waded back from the crowd for a moment and stared at the strangers, the 
thick air bearing down on her neck and chest. She took a deep breath in.) 


Natalie: I think that was one of the best summers I’ve had in years. Thanks, C. ;) 
Ashes forever. 


Irene: Hey. When will you be home? 


Mike: Record-breaking tour??? Unreal. Good job, superstar 


A photoshoot, upon Secure Destruction’s return to LA: 

Solid white background. Claudia (R) and Alexis (L) lean toward each other, the 
side of their heads touch. The half of Claudia’s hair that isn’t shaved is braided in 
front of her shoulder, threaded with streaks of green. One of her eyes is closed and 
her tongue is out. Alexis’s hair is about shoulder length, arranged to be 
aesthetically messy (and/or windswept?). Her eyes are closed hard, mouth open, 
smiling; caught in a moment of natural laughter (or as natural as it could be, let’s 
be honest). 


The only objective sin. 


SECURE DESTRUCTION LEGAL TEAM CONFIRMS ALEXIS WOLF A 
VICTIM OF NUDE PHOTO LEAK 
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“We will pursue all parties who disseminate illegally obtained personal 
information to the fullest extent of the law,” Alexis Wolf’s lawyer told CNN. 
Paparazzi shouted things at her. 


“Do you have anything to say to the parents of your fans?” 
“Who's your boyfriend, Alexis?” 

“Do you see yourself as a role model? 

“What is your responsibility here?” 


Claudia took a step in front of Alexis and held her middle finger up at all 
of them. 


“We're talking to Alexis.” 
“Do you need other people to speak for you, Alexis?” 


@helenator: She is a grown ass woman and can do what she wants with 
her body. 


@i.am.saralopez: i’m not mad its just not somethin i ever thought would 
be a problem for her, so its a lil disappointing. shes just like all the others 


None of the ways people expected her to feel—even the well-meaning 
people—matched how Alexis felt. Violated? Ashamed? Professionally 
embarrassed? Perhaps these were there, somewhere, but her true 
emotion was worse and not yet nameable. It was not just a “violation.” 
The photos had meant much more than their mere existence. They were 
time passing—they were the Ashes tour—they were actions taken when 
it felt like she could not take action—they were images Dove could not 
see—they were sexy and secret—she had imagined them viewed with a 
safe, restrained devotion. 

Because she could not name this, because she was overwhelmed, the 
only possible reaction was physical. Walking as fast as she could, with 
photographers swarming and Claudia shouting obscenities, she did the 
one thing she should not have done. The one thing they wanted her to 
do: cry. 
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TEARFUL ALEXIS WOLF WON’T TAKE QUESTIONS ABOUT HER 
LEAKED NUDES 


@emilia_mb098: celebrities do have to consider their platforms because 
they have an impact on impressionable young ppl, esp girls 


@mendoza_zx: Alexis Wolf needs to take responsibility for her actions. 
Not just cry about it. She knew what she was doing. 


@grossnotimgmkr: if you don’t support alexis now you were never a fan. 
period. 


@ariesrising12: if she didnt make it such a big deal no one would have 
cared at all lol 


They could not enjoy being home for long. 

“Don’t listen to any of this shit,” Claudia said. Sitting so their knees 
were touching, on their sectional in 5F. “You’re allowed to do whatever 
you want with your own phone. It’s just people getting a fake idea of you 
in their head.” 

“Yeah,” Alexis said. 

“And I’m sure Art loved them,” Claudia said, with a grin, like they 
were co-conspirators. Immediately, Claudia had assumed that Alexis sent 
her pictures to Art Chadwick. This explained, for Claudia, the change in 
Alexis: how she didn’t seem to care so much about propriety, her new 
willingness to go out, the way she had seemed looser and more free on 
this tour. Claudia considered messing with Art’s head by way of nude 
photos another positive development—the less Alexis cared about the 
opinions of others, the better. She was also privately proud of herself for 
knowing the truth without having to ask. 

Alexis blinked, and the fresh tears that were budding vanished. She 
wasn’t entirely sure if Claudia believed this story—that Art was the 
recipient—or if Claudia was simply offering a plausible narrative to make 
Alexis feel better. Either way, she did feel slight relief. She had forgotten 
all about Art. It was perfect: the existence of Art as her “ex” could rewrite 
the fallout of the leak in marginally less painful terms; marginal, but 
enough at least to allow her to breathe again. 
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So she put on a small guilty smile. “Now he knows what he’s missing.” 
She let Claudia laugh about it. At least one of them could laugh about it. 


Alexis: they already know someone got them from my icloud 
Alexis: i’m just humiliated 

Joe: You have nothing to be ashamed of. 

Joe: I’m here. You wanna talk on the phone? 


The mirror in the bathroom at 5F. Claudia had the jarring sense of not 
recognizing herself. It was always odd to return to normality after time on 
the road. But the conclusion of this tour seemed especially weird for some 
reason. It was more than the drama with Alexis’s pictures. She never paid 
much attention to mirrors on tour, but to see herself now: her short hair 
starting to grow out shaggy, the ends all that was left of her last color 
(silver), the hair itself brittle from dyeing, her face a little thinner, her eyes 
a little tired. Old or something. The distinction between what she 
expected to see and what was there made her feel separate from herself. 
She had performed in Sydney and Paris and Buenos Aires. She had 
partied in Tokyo and New York and Amsterdam. She had laid on a beach 
in Italy and felt nothing. She had expected places to be different, but the 
places she went were always the same. Suddenly she hated her stupid 
haircut and unnatural try-hard colors. Who did she think she was? 

Alexis wanted to stay home—Claudia didn’t blame her. She went alone 
to the Chadwicks’ house in the hills. 


Dove Cook: Hey angel 
Dove Cook: Looking good 


In the same mirror, Alexis saw the ugly version of herself. Greasy hair in 
a shitty bun. Her back-up glasses (the frames of her regular pair a casualty 
of constant travel—didn’t matter, she always wore contacts). Small red 
blemishes on her chin and jawline. Giant baggy sweater and long pajama 
pants, dirty and shredded on the edges from being stepped on. 

Alexis was invited to go with Claudia, of course. But she didn’t feel like 
seeing Natalie; didn’t want to manage the look she expected Natalie would 
give her. (A vaguely condescending look, a vaguely suspicious look.) 

Instead she decided to change what she saw in the mirror. 
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* 


“Where’s A?” Natalie said when Claudia arrived. 

“She’s not coming. Not feeling well.” 

They went to the first living room on the first floor and sat on separate 
couches. They drank beer. For half an hour, Natalie managed to keep her 
questions to herself, but finally she could not. 

“Is she still very upset?” Natalie said. 

“Well, yeah. It’s kind of a big deal.” 

“I don’t know,” Natalie mused. “My entire ass is on the internet more 
than once.” 

“It’s different for her.” 

“How?” 

“It’s... hard to describe.” 

“Okay, thought experiment. What if it was your nudes?” 

“No one would care. I’m, like, the messy one. That’s the problem. Alexis 
isn’t. She means something else.” 

“She’s not a symbol. She’s a person.” 

“Try telling them that.” 

“Who2” 

Claudia gestured vaguely. “Them. Everyone out there.” 

Natalie nodded. A new interpretation of Claudia was coming into 
focus. Could it be that Claudia believed in the cipher Alexis Wolf just as 
much as everyone else did? 

“Can I ask you something?” Natalie said. 

“Sure.” 

“Why did you lie about Mike?” 

“What?” 

“I googled it. ‘Claudia di Paola Mike.’ He’s your stepdad. You said he 
was your uncle.” 

“Ex-stepdad,” Claudia said. 

“Why did you lie?” 

“Tt’s not really your business.” 

Natalie could have gotten angry, but it was not her way. When people 
did things she did not understand, she simply dismissed them, as if they 
were inherently incomprehensible. 
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“I think Alexis is much more normal than she wants to be,” Natalie 
continued, implacably. “Since it turns out she takes nudes, like everyone 
else. Did you know Art refuses to look at them still? He’s such a prude, 
just like her. I still think they could have been a good match.” 

And I’m sure Art loved them. 

Now he knows what he’s missing. 

“Don’t you agree?” said Natalie. 

Claudia had not spoken for several seconds. “You don’t know us,” she said. 

“Not fora lack of trying. She’s savvier than you give her credit for, you know.” 

Claudia scoffed. Inwardly, she was fast-forwarding through her 
conversation with Alexis. 

“I read about you two online,” Natalie said. “Don’t pretend she’s not 
still what she always was.” 

Claudia’s playback paused, landing, again, on Alexis’s timid grin. 
“And what is that?” she said indignantly. 

“She’s a performer and a chameleon.” Natalie punctuated with a sip of 
her beer. 

“Say one more thing about her. See what happens.” 

But Natalie wasn’t susceptible to Claudia’s impulsive, toothless threats. 
“And what about Joe Masters,” she said. It was not a question. 

“What about him?” 

“They seem really close. He and Alexis, I mean.” 

Claudia felt the white-hot rage she knew so well rising past the point 
of suppression. The burning protectiveness for her best friend—that 
she’d felt since she was a kid—even though Alexis had disappointed her. 
Natalie noticed what Claudia had refused to notice for months (Alexis 
leaning toward Joe to catch something he was saying into her ear). And 
again: I’m sure Art loved them. Now he knows what he’s missing. If Alexis had 
not sent the pictures to anyone, why wouldn’t she say so? If Art did not 
see them, then who did? Claudia’s rage was looking for the correct target. 
Natalie? Alexis? Herself? 

She calmed herself with another idea. How could Natalie know what 
Art had seen? If he was such a prude, perhaps he had not told her. 
Perhaps he had not trusted her. Natalie was clearly not trustworthy. 

“Go to hell,” Claudia said. 

Natalie was too well put-together, too impervious to the interpersonal, 
to get angry. Natalie could replace Claudia like she replaced everyone else. 
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Though in a deeper part of her, she did regret what she was losing; or 
at least the idea of it. Claudia was not the type to make replacements. It 
would be nice—Natalie thought as Claudia stormed out of the house—to 
have a friend like her. 


Alexis took a shower and slathered lotion over her legs and arms and 
shoulders, then applied her regular make-up (not too much for daily 
wear; Classic Alexis Wolf look, so people said). She let her hair dry then 
curled it loosely with a flat iron. Put on a short cream-colored strapless 
dress. 

She sat at the breakfast bar, dressed up and looking out the window 
into the apartments across the street. No lights or movement. Nothing to 
see. Her eyes lingered on the snake plant, which she and Claudia had 
made arrangements for someone to tend to while they were away. The 
plant still looked fine. It barely needed any water or care. Joe said he 
picked it for that reason. 

Joe holding doors open for her. Joe patient. Joe texting her at night. The 
unfulfilled reality of her plans was like an itch, an unchecked item on a 
to-do list, something she was procrastinating on. As she dressed she had 
imagined eyes on her, she always did. When had that omnipresent gaze 
changed to only his? 

She took a few pictures of herself. With her clothes on—she had learned 
some version of a lesson. It was difficult to find decent lighting in the 
apartment. She sent one to him. 


Joe: Where are you going? 

Alexis: nowhere 

Alexis: claudia’s out 

Joe: Good night to stay in. 

(Early September, unseasonably chilly in LA) 

Alexis: what are you doing? 

Joe: Staying in. 

Alexis: can i come over? i feel sorta weird or anxious or something 
(Was that true?) 

Joe: Are you okay? 

Alexis: yeah, no i'm fine. Just being here alone is creeping me out 
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(She was even starting to feel it, the shadows in the hall down to the 
bedroom becoming thicker and more foreboding.) 

Joe: Do you want to go somewhere ? 

Alexis: i'll just come over and meet you. Then we can decide 


“Did you take a cab?” Joe said when she arrived. 

“Thad my hat on,” Alexis said. “He didn’t recognize me.” 

“Okay.” Joe closed the door behind her. She brushed against his arm 
while moving past him. “Where do you want to go?” 

“I dunno. We don’t have to go anywhere.” 

Alexis had set the tone from the moment she passed through the door. 
Joe scrambled in his mind for some way to anchor his thoughts. She could 
easily stifle him with her dress and her long unbroken eye contact and the 
plainness of her intentions. 

He wandered toward the couch. She threw her jacket over the back of 
a chair. 

“Seriously, though,” she said. She was blushing furiously. “You know 
why I’m here, right?” 

He did. What else did Joe know? 

This was some kind of culmination he didn’t think would ever happen, 
that he never expected her to want. The memory of how he’d treated her 
the last few months was kept elsewhere now that he was home. Nothing 
on the road felt too consequential—until it became a headline. Now he 
had an impotent wish to stop everything. A pause button, so he could 
look at her a little longer, and not have to speak. 

“Right?” she said again. 

“Yeah.” 

She closed the distance between them. He put his hands on her 
shoulders, she moved his hands to her face, and so he held her face. He 
felt something descending, going to pieces. Another lens came over his 
eyes, flipped into place, and he was seeing her with it. The usual lens, the 
daily voice through which he experienced his life (which told him how 
wrong it was to hold her face) was relegated to a whisper in a room he 
didn’t have to be in. This was the lens through which he had looked at 
those pictures. Now his mind was parsing through the rules, searching for 
the logistics to make the vision real. 
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What could they do? How could they have a life? What would it even 
look like? Buy a house with all the money they made from this venture 
(unnameable with this lens; impossible to mention who they were to each 
other). She would want for nothing—that’s all he really knew. Easy to get 
swept up in that idea; he’d go voluntarily into that dustpan. Anything, 
anything she wanted, he would give her. She’d have dreams, of course, he 
wouldn’t mind that. He wanted to see her everywhere, every possible 
backdrop for her life. Though he did imagine their house as if it were a 
skyscraper, windows only revealing passing clouds and a city (any city) 
built like a toy world below them. Somewhere to be alone. Somewhere to 
be together. 

It was so beautiful and so quick to fall apart. Threads of people and 
opinions snaked into the weak foundation of his tower in the sky and 
cracked it all to hell. Irene Weber, Daniel Weber, any reporter or producer 
he’d ever met, any friend he’d ever had, his own mother and father and 
brothers. His niece—only two years younger than Alexis. What would 
happen if people knew the photos on the news were in his phone too? 

Claudia. What would they tell Claudia? 

And so the lens flipped back, and Joe took his hands away. 

“What's wrong, baby?” she said. 

“Don’t.” 

Alexis straightened up, indignant. “Why?” she said. She was willing to 
let it all go, her whole life, to have this. Her heart was racing, she was hot 
and sweating on her palms and behind her knees, she wanted to push him 
down and crawl onto him, into the chair—right there next to him—that 
seemed to have been placed there on purpose. Fate? Everything right, 
except the way he looked at her like she was breaking his heart. 

“Come on,” she said. 

Joe shook his head. 

“Why?” 

Joe said nothing. 

“Everyone says they love me. But no one will touch me,” she said. 

“T do love you.” 

“Puck off.” 

“Alexis,” said Joe. When he put his arms around her she pulled her 
hands free and pressed them against his back, heard his breath catch 
when she touched the skin under his shirt, warm against her fingers. 
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“Alexis—” 

“T want you to.” 

She could feel the tension in his shoulders. Didn’t he want this? He 
tightened his arms around her waist. He bent toward her ear. She thought 
now it would begin, but he just whispered, "I want to give you 
everything." 

“Do you?” 

Gracelessly, she stepped back from him and wriggled out of her dress. 

“Are you cold?” Joe said. 

Why didn’t he call her beautiful? Didn’t he think she was beautiful? 
There was nothing he hadn’t seen before, nothing that everyone hadn’t 
seen before. Yet he wouldn’t look at her. 

“A little,” she said. 

His bed smelled like she hoped it would. He held her close but 
wouldn’t undress himself. His kisses didn’t feel like a demonstration of 
desire. Instead it felt like he was covering her up with them, making her 
decent. She had imagined being on top of him, peeling back his shirt, but 
the energy that would have made that happen was gone. Now she only 
wanted to lie with his arms around her, to feel the occasional press of his 
lips against her hair. There was something unfair about this. She realized 
she’d been dozing only when she woke up. 

“You can stay here tonight,” Joe said, when she stirred. 

“Tlove you,” said Alexis. 


In the morning she was alone. Still just in her underwear, but with two 
blankets laid heavily over her. She glanced toward the floor next to the 
bed and saw her dress folded there, her flats aligned neatly next to it, her 
bag next to the shoes. 

A white envelope on the nightstand, with writing on it. 


Didn't want to wake you up. Went out to get breakfast. We need to talk I think. 


Not just confusing. Impossible to describe how she felt. Both ashamed 
and safe, both rejected and adored. As she pulled her dress back on she 
felt cheap. Who might see her leaving Joe’s apartment alone, wearing last 
night’s dress? She fished her phone out of her bag (14% battery). 

Where are you? Claudia’s text said. 
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She almost called—Claudia could drive over and pick her up. But was 
it worse, more obvious if they were seen together? She was often 
recognized on her own, without fail recognized with Claudia. 

And of course, Claudia would have to know that she’d been here. She 
did not want Claudia to know. 

Before she could decide what to do, she heard keys in the door. 

Joe and Alexis looked at each other. Alexis in the threshold of his 
bedroom, Joe putting a brown paper bag on the counter. They both 
smiled. Joe averted his eyes shyly. Her heart caught—she wished he 
would do that again. 

“Breakfast?” he said. 

A breakfast of coffee and toast and some grapes Joe had in the fridge. 
No discussion of the night or the note. Alexis could glimpse other 
mornings—future mornings—like this one. 

“T'll take you home,” said Joe. 

“Thanks,” said Alexis. (Future mornings, when she would already be 
home.) 

The drive back to 5F went by in perfectly comfortable patterns of silence 
and conversation. Enough time had passed now; she could claim that she 
and Joe had simply gone out to an early breakfast. Everything was easy 
until Joe pulled up in front of the building and turned the car off. Alexis 
watched him, gazing ahead over the steering wheel. Not looking at her. 

“I need you to understand,” he said. “This isn’t going to happen.” 

“Why?” 

“T work for you.” 

“Who cares?” 

“Tt doesn’t—you’re not—” 

“None of that matters to me.” 

“Alexis—” 

“I’m serious, I don’t care what anyone thinks.” 

“You're too young!” he said sharply, almost a whisper, almost a 
reprimand. 

Her humiliation was suspended in the air between them. For a second 
it only touched the other Alexis, the one who was next to her, and not 
inside her. But even she couldn’t protect herself from this. 

“You said...” It was all wrong. In her imaginings, she never had to 
convince him of anything. 
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“T know. I’m sorry. It was a mistake.” 

“I’m not that young. There’s so many other people... like, with way 
bigger age gaps than ours.” Why was she explaining it? Even if he folded 
to her explanation, she'd still been forced to raise it. To have to explain at 
all was the shameful part. 

“I’m sorry. I care about you. So much.” 

“Oh my god, Joe, it’s one or the other.” 

He looked down at his hands. He had nothing else to say. How could 
this be ending? In a desperate motion, Alexis leaned over and kissed him. 


A pause to see some options unexplored. 


Requital: 
Joe kisses her back. 


Comprehension: 
Alexis, face burning, says “I’m sorry.” 


Since neither of these come to pass, there will be consequences. 
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IT WAS ALWAYS YOU 
Some may claim that faith is desperate. 


Alexis (9:05 PM): hey 

Joe (9:12 PM): Hey. 

Joe (9:13 PM): What are you doing tonight? 

Alexis (9:16 PM): probably going out 

Alexis (9:17 PM): i’m old enough, in case you didnt know 
Alexis (1:02 AM): joe im sorry 

Alexis (1:02 AM): ilove yoi 

Alexis (1:02 AM) i love you 


Natalie Chadwick was not usually invested in the trivial dramas of other 
people’s lives. She only gossiped because it was the kind of thing people 
around her did—in fact, she was known in her circles for her apathy 
toward the grisly details. 

But something about Alexis Wolf being a victim of a nude leak wouldn’t 
leave her mind. She wasn’t interested in morality; the argument about 
whether or not Alexis deserved pity was not what stood out. It was the 
simple fact of the matter. Alexis had pictures to leak. The pictures 
confirmed that Alexis was not as simply lovable—or simply detestable— 
as people imagined her to be. 

Natalie also felt like she was onto something that everyone else had 
chosen to ignore: that Alexis was involved with the manager. It was so 
obvious. How old was he again? She found it online. Forty-or-forty-one 
years old. It wasn’t unheard of. She knew women who had taken up with 
older men, sometimes much older men. So why was this situation more 
compelling to her? Maybe, even if Natalie didn’t admit it, she had some 
resentment that Alexis might get away with this. It should be a minor 
scandal at least. For anyone else, it would be. 

So, one morning over brunch, she turned in her chair toward Jillian 
Hopfe (who was back in Natalie’s rotation of acquaintances in 
California) and said, “Did you ever meet Secure Destruction’s 
manager?” When Jillian, as expected, said she had not, Natalie nodded 
with an air of disappointment—this was to make Jillian crave more 
information—and said, “He’s very involved, especially with Alexis. I 
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couldn’t help noticing while I was with them. It seemed unusual, actually, 
from my perspective.” 

“Unusual how?” Jillian said, reliably taking the bait. 

It was uncharacteristic, but Natalie began to put the idea of Joe and 
Alexis in people’s heads. Those with more highly developed vindictive 
streaks could manage the rest. 


Claudia was using her own vindictive streak against Natalie. Almost 
daily, she laid these arguments heavily at Alexis’s feet, though Alexis 
didn’t know the entirety of why Claudia felt the need to offer them. “From 
day fucking one she was just a rich bitch.” “I think she was using us to get her 
own career off the ground.” “She wants to be famous. That's literally it.” 

“She took us on some nice trips, though,” Alexis said vaguely. 

“She tried to buy us, that’s why.” 

Every new angle Claudia came up with to vilify Natalie made her feel 
better. But she did notice, every time she looked at her phone, that 
Natalie had been right. The messages she got were always from people 
she worked with. As far as “friends,” the only people who qualified were 
Alexis and Joe. 

And strangely, she was getting fewer and fewer messages from Joe. 


Alexis: not to be blunt but why arent you around as much? 

Joe: I don’t know what to say. I don’t want to make things worse. 

Alexis: it’s just weirding everyone out. people notice. you're making it worse by 
being obvious 

Joe: Uh... okay? 

Joe: It’s not just about other people. 

Joe: It’s like you control me. I can’t be sad when I’m with you. But I can’t be 
happy either. 


ALEXIS WOLF/MANAGER AFFAIR? NEW DETAILS EMERGE 
Alexis was trying to eat cereal out of a pink plastic bowl. Her hair was 
unwashed. She was angry. She had not expected anger. She was angry 


that Joe’s feelings, finally acknowledged, were given in this restricted 
way. Why was he so weak? Why couldn’t he be strong and love her? 
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(Somewhere deep she was starting to understand that she was bad for 
Joe.) Her phone vibrated on the counter of the breakfast bar. 


Dove Cook: All I have to say is LOL 
Dove Cook: I don’t buy it for a second :) 


She turned the phone upside down. The apartment was very quiet. 
Claudia was not awake. When it was clear she would not be able to eat 
any more, she dumped the remaining cereal down the garbage disposal 
and listened to its guzzling noises. 


@jenniferphelps2727: ...and why do we care who a 22 year old adult 
decides to date again? A's not a child 


@emilykbradley: Fact is that he’s a much older man. He's using his power 
in an exploitative way. Women should not have to deal with this in their 
careers. 


@california_gurl_: if anything SHES in a position of power lolol she’s his 
boss 


Dove sent a text and brushed his teeth, glancing constantly down at the 
phone, waiting to see if Joe would respond. 


Dove Cook: I know you hate unsolicited advice, but if it’s true you ought to 
know better. You won't get this lucky with a job twice. 


Joe did not respond. He saw the text, immediately deleted it, then turned 
over on his bed, where he was lying. 


Alexis: i dreamed of us together again. don’t worry, you were great 
Alexis: have you really never imagined it? 

Alexis: you can tell me 

Joe: You can’t text me like this 

Alexis: you said you loved me 
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Alexis: did you stop? 
Joe: I can’t respond to these 


Joe went to the grocery store. He left his phone at home. Out of habit, he 
checked for it in his pocket four times. 


Claudia continued to twist the gossip to serve her slander campaign 
against Natalie. In an attempt to lay low, she and Alexis had reverted to 
old habits: living their days messily on the sectional together. Claudia 
stretched out and ate chips and declared her judgments. 

“Natalie started this. I know it.” 

“But why?” Alexis said. She found it convenient to stoke Claudia’s 
rage—caught up in her emotions, Claudia would not notice that Alexis 
had barely eaten anything for days. 

“She’s fucking with us! She doesn’t get how it is with Joe. And she’s 
pissed at me, so she’s fucking with us.” 

“Why is she pissed at you?” 

They seem really close. He and Alexis, I mean. 

“Because she was talking shit about you and I told her to go to hell.” 

“I knew she didn’t like me,” Alexis said. 

I’m sure Art loved them. 

Now he knows what he’s missing. 

“She’s a bitch,” Claudia mumbled. 


Alexis: i miss you tonight 

Alexis: you’re the only person i've ever actually wanted 

Joe: You’re making this harder than it already is. Don’t you want the rumors 
to stop? 

Alexis: no 

Alexis: i want them to come true 


Joe put his head in his hands for a long time. He kept forgetting to turn 
the lights on in his apartment. He often didn’t notice until he was sitting 
alone in the dark. 
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LONGTIME SECURE DESTRUCTION MANAGER SPLITS FROM DUO 
AMID AFFAIR RUMORS 


Joe: Hey. I wanted you to hear this from me. I tried calling but you didn’t pick up. 
I think it’s better if I step away before things get worse. Maybe you do too, since 
you're not returning my calls. I can’t tell you how much I’ve loved working with 
you both. I would have rather said this in person. I can’t even find the words. 
You'll go far, Claudia. None of this changes how much I believe that. 


CLAUDIA DI PAOLA: “NO COMMENT” ON MANAGER’S 
DEPARTURE 


Joe did a load of laundry and packed a suitcase. He was going to Seattle 
for a while. When his brother offered, Joe had accepted without 
hesitation. He wanted to feel some kind of calm—a feeling he thought 
probably existed, but that he could not remember ever having felt. The 
only feeling he could properly name was exhaustion. He wanted to rest. 
He wanted to get a new phone. He wanted to stop dreaming about her 
(although his first desire, upon waking from the dream, was always to go 
back to sleep). He wanted to figure out when he had stopped noticing 
what he wanted. He decided to remain in Seattle at least through the end 
of the year. 


It is here where he falls off our radar. There is nothing more to know besides this: 
after leaving Los Angeles in November of 2015, Joe Masters will not come back. 


It was, in scandal terms, brief. So brief that for anyone with a stake in 
Secure Destruction, it wasn’t even a bad thing (a bump in their stream 
counts was the only tangible consequence). 

Alexis and Claudia stayed holed up in 5F together as the story peaked. 
After Joe quit they waited for it to die away. At odd moments, Alexis 
found herself crying. Irene called fifteen times and then stopped. 

“It’s really okay,” Claudia said. 

“No it’s not,” said Alexis. 

“Who cares what people think? They don’t want to actually know you.” 
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“He was our best friend.” Alexis started to cry, again. “What are we 
gonna do?” 

“Whatever we want! This is his fault. He treated you different from the 
beginning. Someone was gonna start talking. No one’s gonna blame you.” 

Alexis bristled, unexpectedly, though she did not let it show. She 
thought: Why don’t they blame me? Why can’t they blame me? 

Claudia’s assessment wasn’t only an attempt to comfort Alexis. Claudia 
liked nothing better than to be standing opposed to some person or thing 
or everything, and the scandal had only fortified her defenses. It had been 
too long since it was Claudia and Alexis against the world. They didn’t 
need Joe. If Emblem wanted to drop them, then they didn’t need Emblem 
either. If fans defected, they weren’t truly loyal anyway. She couldn’t say 
so to Alexis, but the conflict had made her feel powerful. She was ready 
for any fight. 

But the opposing army never arrived. Emblem didn’t drop Secure 
Destruction. Instead, they replaced Joe with a team of managers, and 
scheduled a bunch of meetings to discuss strategy for making use of the 
publicity (Connor Simmons, David Hopland, Brian Gerkis). 

Claudia despised their management team. 

Alexis didn’t sleep well. Her stomach ached. She stayed up late on her 
phone, reading old messages from the tour. 


Joe: You look beautiful 
Alexis: thank you :) 
Joe: Not just tonight. Every night 


First action item: release a new single. 
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PREDICTIVE TEXT WROTE THIS ONE 
Keep me in mind 

For this photo 

And you can be 

A bit more humble 

About the actual cost of this 


Never let it get away from me 
To tell you something 

Under the assumption 

That you are not like that 


It’s gonna be a good one 
if it doesn’t matter what I want 


Attack on the same 

To be like a million people 

Who are in the morning now 

And I think the point is that 

You have to be a little more aggressive 


It’s gonna be a good one 
if it doesn’t matter what I want 


Keep your eyes like the music 
Idea for the day 

Off the fence and laid 

Back to your place 

Called the same thing as a heart 


It’s gonna be a good one 
Oh, it’ll be a good one 
It’s gonna be a good one 


If it doesn’t matter what I want 


(Songwriters: Claudia T. di Paola | Alexis Wolf Weber) 
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Brian Gerkis raised a glass. To many more successes together. The Secure 
Destruction team all clapped and drank—the new people smiled 
demurely at the two celebrities they worked for, who sat at the end of the 
table a little apart from everyone else, talking only to each other. 

While those many-more-successes were in the planning stages, it was 
easy for Alexis to slide into her fantasies. She imagined running into Joe 
any time she went outside. Long progressions of the conversations they 
would have, could have—sometimes he said he was sorry, sometimes 
they had dramatic, tearful shouting matches. She didn’t hate either 
version of the daydream. 

But then it shifted. First, an actual dream that Ben Fahlgren was 
breathing in her ear. She recalled the history of her and Ben with a new 
(revised) clarity. She tried to relive that brief time when she was sure that 
she loved him, that they were on a path to being together (following the 
correct order of operations: first their musical success, then their 
relationship). Kissing him—just once—when he was home from Reno for 
winter break. She was sixteen. Even though, in her memory, it seemed like 
Claudia had never left her side during those months, it wasn’t true. She 
had a few nights alone, meeting Ben. One kiss, even though she knew he 
wanted more. By the end of that break, Ben in tears. I’ve loved you for so 
long. How could you not know? 

In the present she wondered about him. She found his Facebook. He 
lived in San Francisco, graduated from UNR in 2011. His account was 
public but he didn’t post much. Soon she was checking the page every 
day. Preposterous daydreams, yet she indulged them. Did he ever 
remember her? I loved Alexis Wolf for years, she broke my heart, I still think 
of her sometimes... 

Adjustment needed. He would have said “Weber.” She was too famous 
for it not to have some bearing, even on Ben’s hypothetical thoughts. I 
still think of her sometimes, I saw her in a magazine, I’ve seen her interviewed, 
I've listened to her songs... The lurking thought underneath it all: would it 
mean something if he did not think of her? If her face would not move 
him again? 

“Dude.” 

Claudia, catching her on her phone for too long. 

“Wake up,” Claudia said. Alexis passed the phone. Their little ritual. 
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Claudia could see that the phone wasn’t the only source of Alexis’s 
waking sleep. Where did she go? Claudia felt the weight of knowing she 
couldn’t join Alexis there. It was frustrating that Alexis had doors Claudia 
couldn’t open, while Alexis owned the master key to all of Claudia’s. 
Sometimes Claudia felt like Alexis had made the key and locked Claudia’s 
doors herself. 


Second action item: new shows and new images. 
San Diego, CA / December 13, 2015 


Maybe an hour into the show, Alexis leapt off the stage to a surge of 
screams, where a mass of fans pushed up against the guard rail with their 
arms outstretched to her. How strange, she thought, that even from here 
she couldn’t see their faces. She approached the guard rail and turned 
around, leaned back into their chaotic embrace. Hands pulled at her hair 
and arms, yanked at her sleeves. Her vest pulled off her body and carried 
away. The necklace she was wearing, broken off her throat and gone. Two 
security guards were in the fray now, trying to separate Alexis from all 
those desperate hands. She kind of wished they wouldn’t. She was fine to 
close her eyes here. Even though she couldn’t really hear, she sometimes 
caught a choked-up tearful voice, hoarse with screaming, that said I love 
you, I love you! 

When security finally extricated her, and she was standing free again, 
she opened her eyes and saw Claudia on the stage. Reaching down to her 
with all those rings on her fingers. She had no trouble seeing Claudia’s 
face. Never did. But it was odd to see a worried look on it. What was 
Claudia worried about? 

“Alexis,” Claudia said—a weird tentative tremor. 

“What?” 

“Are you gonna sing?” 

Alexis realized the music was playing, and people were screaming, but 
she wasn’t singing. She was supposed to be singing. Not that anyone 
seemed to notice. Half the time it was so loud she could barely hear 
herself sing anyway. 

“Why don’t you do my part?” Alexis said into the microphone. 
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Cheers. 

“What?” Claudia said. 

“Do my part. I’m gonna sit down for a second. Shit’s exhausting. Right, 
guys? Don’t you wanna hear Claudia do my part?” 

More cheers. Claudia did Alexis’s part of “Mine All Mine.” Alexis 
climbed back onto the stage, clicked off her mic and sat on the floor, and 
spun the mic around in front of her like spin-the-bottle. 


A photoshoot: 

Outside, on a green hill. The blue in the sky has been optimized for vivid color. 
Claudia and Alexis stand side by side, with one arm around the other’s waist. 
Claudia’s hair is dark brown again (she’s wearing extensions while the short half 
grows out). She also has rings on six out of ten fingers. Alexis’s hair is elegant 
and wavy, past her collarbone. New side-swept bangs. She's wearing a knee- 
length white dress with chunky black boots and an oversized cardigan. Claudia 
has the sleeves of a matching cardigan draped over her shoulders, tied loosely 
around her neck. 


AFTER ROCKY START, SECURE DESTRUCTION PULL TOGETHER 
FIRST LIVE SHOW SINCE AFFAIR SCANDAL 


Claudia was annoyed. The managers and social team had decided to keep 
using the Joe thing, just a little longer, to incite clicks. When Claudia was 
annoyed, Alexis was usually there with convincing exhortations to quiet 
those feelings. Not this time. The new song did not help. The shows did 
not help. The photoshoots did not help. Claudia was worried, but did not 
know how to express it. She missed Joe, but did not know how to express 
this either. So she went out to see shows. She wanted to see how music 
was played by people who weren't followed, filmed, or presiding over 
thousands of manic fans. Just bands, playing in clubs and bars around 
town. If it was dark, people usually didn’t know she was there. 

One of these nights, Claudia ran into an old acquaintance of Secure 
Destruction. A Frightful State, the band who had supported them in Las 
Vegas and Portland on the NOT tour. They’d had a few line-up changes 
since then. In early 2016, the band was: 
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vocals: Russell Devine 

lead guitar: Matthew Lee 
bass guitar: Sophia Johanssen 
keys: Margot Lee 

drums: Kenny Stanley 


Claudia knew Russ and the Lee twins. The band played on a stage barely 
a foot off the ground, in a little club with low ceilings and bad light called 
The Gourd. The crowd was sweaty and the air was thick. Claudia waded 
her way to the front, knocked around unapologetically by moshers. She 
kept the hood of her sweater up and watched Russ belting his chorus. 

Russ turned around and they locked eyes. Claudia had only met him a 
few times, but she figured he’d recognize her. She put up a peace sign. 
Russ smiled, and lowered the mic stand in her direction as 
acknowledgment. The show went on. 


“You guys were fucking great,” Claudia said to the band afterwards. Russ 
had invited her backstage for a drink. 

“Means a lot,” said Sophia Johanssen. Claudia could tell Sophia and 
Kenny were a little starstruck. 

“T’ve kept up with you guys,” Russ said. “I really like the predictive text 
song.” Their small green room had a mini refrigerator, and Russ was 
reaching into it. “The new one. Did you really write it that way?” He 
retrieved two misty Blue Moons and handed one to Claudia, who took it 
gratefully. People were usually desperate to please her, and the way Russ 
had not been overly deferential with questions about drink preferences 
made her feel more relaxed. 

“Yeah,” Claudia said. “Alexis started with ‘Keep’ and just picked one of 
the next suggested words. Till we had three verses and chorus.” 

“Can we get a picture?” Sophia said, shyly holding up her phone. 

Russ waved the hand that wasn’t holding a beer and sank into a black 
leather chair. "Be cool, guys." 

"It’s fine," Claudia said, though she was touched that Russ had tried to 
keep their conversation from passing into that territory. She posed for 
pictures with Sophia and Kenny. 

“We're gonna be here Friday and Saturday all month,” Russ said as 
Claudia got ready to leave. “You should come out again sometime.” 
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A pause to ask: who is Russell Devine? 


Russell Devine was from a town in Oklahoma that he never felt the need 
to name. He left when he was seventeen and had never looked back. He 
had the kind of story that made people in LA feel good about believing in 
determination, even though he still didn’t have a lot to show for it (if you 
were counting in dollars). 

He was hungry. He made people in LA feel good about believing in 
hunger. He had fair skin that flushed red when he performed and eyes 
that were a little close together, but were deep-set and gave everyone 
who looked at them a sense of immediate familiarity. His voice did not 
match his look—this was part of what intrigued people about A 
Frightful State, why they kept getting gigs and almost getting big gigs. 
Russ’s appearance suggested that he’d sound like Patrick Stump. 
Instead he sounded like Johnny Cash if Johnny Cash sang indie pop 
(with emo echoes; Frightful had been more emo in their early years, but 
they’d had to adapt in search of a hit). 


Claudia considered Russ, his flushed face, his simple request. Come out 
again sometime. 

“Maybe,” she finally said. Was Russ attractive? She’d never really seen 
him that way, and it was dark, but was there something in the way he 
grinned at her? “I never know when things will get busy again. But I'll try.” 

There was only silence and shut doors when Claudia got home. Alexis 
was performative in her... whatever this was. Depression? Breakdown? 
Something Claudia ought to be able to help with, and for some reason 
couldn’t. Countless times before the tables had been turned: Claudia in 
the room with the door shut, Alexis on the other side knocking. Only 
Claudia wasn’t knocking. She was getting water from the fridge tap and 
texting her concerns in the form of practical questions. 


Claudia: I’m home. you need anything? 
Alexis: no I’m good ty 


So there are plenty of opportunities to go out on a Friday or Saturday. 
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A Friday: 

“T love that one,” Claudia said. “I remember when you guys did it on 
the 2012 tour.” 

Claudia was early, listening to the band set up. Matt had quickly run 
through the guitar bit of an old song called “Pretender.” 

“Me too,” said Russ. “One of my favorites.” 

“I remember that one the best because I was actually sober in Portland.” 

Laughter. 

“I always thought it sounded a little like ‘Imagemaker, 

“T can sorta see it,” Claudia said. 


wm 


Russ said. 


A Saturday: 

“We have a special guest in the audience tonight,” Russ said. 

Claudia stood in the front near the stage. Russ smiled at her. Claudia 
shook her head, No, no, no. 

“Would everyone please welcome our friend Claudia di Paola to the 
stage?” 

Cheering and shouting. 

“You dick,” Claudia said, shoving Russ in the shoulder when she got on 
stage beside him. But she didn’t mean it. 

“Who wants to hear Claudia do a song or two with us?” 

Applause. 


Claudia felt conflicted about singing with A Frightful State, but in the 
moment, the confusing feelings were drowned by adrenaline. The guys 
who ran The Gourd were thrilled to have her. The chance of seeing 
Claudia there randomly was good for business. As long as she didn’t 
perform too often, the management team wouldn’t bother her about it. If 
anything, it was nice to get good publicity. People crowded outside 
hoping to get a picture of her, and all these pictures were online within 
minutes. 

The performing itself was electric. To be so close to such intense crowds, 
in an intimate space, with musicians she was learning more about 
constantly. Margot was serious and focused; Kenny was a prankster; 
Sophia, the newest member, seemed more at ease every week; Matt 
played Russ’s number two with his own quiet charisma. They took videos 
and pictures and got drunk and laughed with each other. They invited her 
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without hesitation into their private games. She’d never done shows 
without Alexis before, but Alexis didn’t seem to know or care. At home 
after Frightful nights, Claudia promised herself: that was it. That was the 
last time. It never was. 


DES MOINES MAN ARRESTED AFTER ATTEMPTED BREAK-IN AT 
LOS ANGELES APARTMENT OF SINGERS CLAUDIA DI PAOLA, 
ALEXIS WOLF 


“IT could find two properties close to each other,” the realtor said, an edge 
of hesitation in her voice. 

“One is fine,” Claudia said, noisily chewing gum in an attempt to look 
nonchalant. “It’s gonna be her house anyway.” She gestured to Alexis. 
And Alexis’s lawyer, and Alexis’s financial advisor, who had 
accompanied them. 

Alexis let her people negotiate the terms of purchasing the house. All 
she cared about was seclusion—she wanted a gated community managed 
by a group that understood the threats that came with fame. Claudia was 
not interested in owning property. Alexis told Claudia she would deal 
with it. She always dealt with it. As the terms were agreed upon, as 
signatures went down on paper, all she thought about was how Joe had 
never seen these walls, the pool, the view. This was supposed to be her 
home. She had an urge to text him the new address. It seemed impossible 
that he would not know where to find her, if he ever wanted to. 


Alexis: hey. we moved. i just wanted you to know. 
: Sorry i just got this number, so i think u have the wrong person 


Claudia played it cool, but she was deeply unnerved by the break-in. The 
Iowa man had made it past the lobby and onto the fifth floor of their 
building before he was brought down by security guards. They weren’t 
home when it happened, but the doorman was still fired. Their lawyers 
would no doubt negotiate a hefty payout as compensation, but that didn’t 
make Claudia feel better. The whole event had made the reality of Joe’s 
departure even starker. Joe had always been their buffer, their guardian, 
their emergency contact. Any barriers or shields she could conjure for 
herself suddenly seemed hopelessly porous and ineffectual. 
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A month after they left 5F, she decided to go back to The Gourd, despite 
her new feelings of vulnerability. It wasn’t like home felt much safer. 
Alexis said she was going to have big rugs purchased to contain it, but the 
new house still had an echo when Claudia’s feet touched the floor. 


A Friday: 
Claudia went back to The Gourd and A Frightful State was in a state. 
Over her. 

“We weren't sure if we were going to see you,” Sophia said shyly when 
Claudia entered backstage (after Claudia removed her sweater and her 
beanie and her sunglasses, and Sophia could finally recognize her). 

“We saw the thing about the...” Kenny began. He couldn’t seem to finish. 

“I’m okay,” Claudia said. “We moved. And I wasn’t home when it happened.” 

“She’s here?” 

Russ’s voice, at a distance, was replaced by Russ himself—rushing 
toward her. His face, usually red with energy, was pale. Like he was 
afraid. He stopped short, within a foot of her. Claudia had thought he was 
going to touch her. 

“Jesus, Claudia,” he said. 

“I wasn’t home,” she repeated, but could feel tears in her eyes. Matt and 
Margot had come over too, looking at her with concern from behind Russ. 
People had asked her how she was doing, but mostly they’d hurried to tell 
her that everything would be alright. No one had wanted to listen to 
whether she really felt like things were alright. 

Russ said nothing, but stepped forward and pulled her into a hug. 
Claudia felt the tears on her cheeks as the band looked on. She wanted to 
thank them for more than one thing, but didn’t dare to speak. 


A Saturday: 
The last Saturday, in fact, that A Frightful State was booked at The Gourd. 
Claudia sang with them. She stayed and helped them tear down their 
equipment. Then it was just her and Russ. 

“Can I ask you something?” Russ said. 

“Sure,” said Claudia. Anticipated? Obvious? He cares about me. 

“T couldn’t help noticing that Secure Destruction got some bad press 
recently.” 
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“It’s pretty much over,” Claudia said. There hadn’t been talk about 
Alexis and Joe for weeks. 

“I just wondered if you were thinking of, you know. Other opportunities.” 

The empty backstage suddenly went silent around Claudia. 

“What?” she said. 

“I’ve been looking for a female lead vocal for years. We’ve got some 
decent stuff lined up. Obviously we’re not like, famous. You don’t even 
have to be full-time. But I thought you might want a change.” 

Claudia felt deflated and strange. Before she could speak, Russ grinned 
and squeezed her shoulder. 

“Just think about it,” he said. 


On the evening of March 3rd, Alexis found Claudia throwing things into 
a duffel bag. 

“Where are you going?” said Alexis. 

“We're leaving.” 

“What?” 

“We're leaving. I already told Connor. You need a break. And I do, too. 
So we’re leaving. Start packing.” 

“Where are we going?” 

“Home,” said Claudia. 

They didn’t speak until they were out of California. Just the brights of 
the BMW and the dark desert road that led to Vegas. Alexis looked out the 
window, at the night that seemed soft, that didn’t seem like it had 
mountains in it. 

“Do you have keys to your mom’s new place?” said Claudia. 

“We can’t go to my mom’s.” 

“What? Why?” 

“I haven't really talked to her about the whole thing.” 

“Where the hell are we supposed to go then?” 

“Yours?” said Alexis. 

The situation with Mike’s house had taken on that complexity which 
stagnates into simplicity; too many things had to happen, so nothing did. 
Leticia still lived there, and she and Mike were not yet divorced. Mike had 
an apartment off Flamingo and the 215. When logistics required it, Leticia 
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and Mike met at The Egg & I on Sahara, had breakfast, discussed 
whatever needed discussing, and went their separate ways. Claudia did 
not know any of this, because she never returned Mike’s texts, and Leticia 
had stopped calling her. 

It was 11:30 before Claudia and Alexis pulled into the neighborhood. A 
text exchange with Leticia predicated their arrival. 


Claudia: Hey Mom. Me and Alexis are coming to Vegas. Can we stay with you 
for a night or two? 

Leticia: sure 

Claudia: We'll be there tonight sometime. Probably late. 

Leticia: ok 


Leticia made a big fuss over the car. She forced Claudia to park the BMW 
in the garage and backed her Honda out onto the street. Alexis stood on 
one of the stepping stones that led up to the front door and waited while 
Claudia and her mother argued about it. 

“You can’t have a car like that on the street.” 

“No one’s gonna bother it, Mom.” 

“Not on the street here. You park that on the street in the Los Angeles?” 

“There’s a garage.” 

“See? You don’t park it on the street there. So you won't park it on the 
street here.” 

Finally, they made their way inside. Alexis smiled at Leticia, who 
reciprocated with a stiff nod. 

“You need anything to drink?” Leticia asked vaguely. 

The house was the same as the last time Claudia had been there. Not an 
item out of place. Even empty cardboard boxes, waiting to be recycled, 
were flattened, arranged by height, and stored between two shelving 
units in the kitchen. Everything smelled blandly clean. 

“That’s okay, it’s late,” Claudia said. 

“T can make water for tea.” 

Claudia had never known her mother to drink tea. 

“I'd have some tea,” Alexis said brightly. Claudia watched her mother 
spring into action at the request. Claudia had no choice but to take a seat 
beside Alexis at the table and accept a mug. Leticia put a box of assorted 
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teas from Trader Joe’s between them. Since when did Leticia shop at 
Trader Joe’s? 

“Why are you in town?” Leticia said. Claudia waited for her tea to cool. 
Alexis kept bringing the mug to her lips and trying to drink, as if she was 
eager to show her appreciation. Leticia didn’t make herself a cup. 

“We needed a break from LA,” Claudia said. 

“T hate LA,” Leticia said. 

“We like it, we just need a break.” 

“T did see some gossip.” 

“Tt’s all bullshit.” 

Leticia paused, as if weighing her options, then spoke again. “I said that 
from the beginning, though, didn’t I? About that manager. I said, what 
does that grown man want with young girls?” 

“Mom, stop.” 

“It’s true. I said that.” 

“The whole thing is bullshit anyway. So just stop.” 

Alexis held her mug up and took a silent sip. Leticia shrugged, but there 
was a shadow of a smirk on her face that Claudia hated. 

“What's that for?” Claudia said. 

“What?” 

“We've been here for ten minutes and you’re already giving me shit.” 

“Oh please, Claudia.” 

“Stop,” said Alexis. 

Claudia and Leticia stopped. 

“Thanks for looking out for us,” said Alexis to Leticia. “You were just 
trying to help.” 

Leticia shrugged and shifted in her chair. “Well, you’re welcome. I don’t 
get any thanks from this one, so. You’re welcome.” 


Later, Claudia was in her childhood twin bed and Alexis was on an air 
mattress on the floor, in the space they cleared among the boxes of Mike’s 
things and Claudia’s things. 

“You don’t have to humor her,” Claudia said. 

“T meant it.” 

“She’s just saying I told you so.” 

“You should be nicer to her.” 
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Claudia felt the impulse toward anger. What did Alexis know? There 
was bad blood here that Alexis couldn’t see, all over the walls. Leticia had 
done more than antagonize Claudia across the kitchen table. Or it felt like 
more, at least. But since they’d arrived in Vegas the glaze over Alexis’s 
eyes had lifted. It made Claudia feel better somehow, more rooted, less 
worried. 

“Goody two shoes,” Claudia mumbled. 


The next day they took a drive through Red Rock Canyon. Alexis 
obsessed over the landscape. 

“You don’t realize how beautiful it is till you leave,” she said. Claudia 
nodded her agreement. Alexis watched Claudia’s profile: she wore 
sunglasses, her hair gathered up in a ponytail, a missed lock fell over her 
shoulder. The mountains through the driver’s side window seemed like a 
photograph, a fake backdrop for Claudia’s face. 

“What're you looking at?” said Claudia. 

“The mountain out your window. The one with the really sharp top. 
There’s snow on it still.” 

Claudia glanced toward it, then back at the road. “Pretty,” she said. 

“I want to write a song about this,” said Alexis. The simplest impulse. 
She hadn’t felt it as a simple impulse in a long time. Strangely, she was 
also thinking about Leticia, and had a sudden, inexplicable urge to tell 
Claudia’s mother everything that had happened with Joe. 

“About mountains?” Claudia said. 

“Mountains, and the snow, and you driving,” said Alexis. “Something 
that sounds like this.” 

“Then do it,” said Claudia. 

“Yeah.” 

“Seriously, do it. We don’t need permission.” 

“We sorta do, though.” 

“Bullshit. We can do whatever we want. They just want us to make 
something so they can get paid.” 

“The studio’s in LA.” 

“We don’t need a studio. It’s 2016. You can make anything you want at 
home with the right equipment.” 

Alexis zoned out, she had a line in her head, maybe a song. Golden in 
the sun — 
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“You know, we really should do that,” said Claudia. 

Looking out the window, Alexis saw her reflection in the side mirror. 
Repeated the line in her head, looking for the next one— 

“We should just make something ourselves. Fuck everyone else.” 

Behind the glass against the wall — 

“What do you think?” Claudia said. 

You're too young! 

“I’m fine not going back to LA for a while,” Alexis said. 


Claudia’s grand gestures. 


Within days, Claudia rented a penthouse suite at the Red Rock Hotel and 
ordered several packages worth of home recording tech. The idea was 
exploding continuously in her mind. Create something themselves, 
something different, something new that was only theirs. (And something 
to keep her mind off Russ Devine.) Alexis, with her persuasive power, 
was given the task of calling the management team to explain why a self- 
produced album was a good idea—good “authentic” appeal, good 
gimmick, good comeback. 

The luxurious suite had an appealing asynchronicity to it. Towering 
above the city they grew up in, seeing Vegas from above, the mountains 
of the valley everywhere they looked. Ideas came to them rapidly, but 
took longer to work out and compromise on. Claudia was committed to 
spontaneity, that they should trust their first thoughts and immediate 
instincts. She demanded that they take no longer than half an hour to 
write lyrics. She was reaching for something ephemeral, grazing the edge 
of sloppiness, as if she just wanted to expel it. Alexis wanted precision. 
She was convinced she could find the best way if she looked closely 
enough. She wanted to take the raw material and shape it, through 
iteration, into something perfect. 

So they argued. Fought with only the mountains watching. There was no 
reason to close the curtains over the windows when they were so high up. 


Claudia managed to keep Russ far from the top of her mind, but he was still 
there in quieter moments—his offer, his squeeze of her shoulder. It didn’t 


feel right to have a real secret as she and Alexis pursued their unusual, 
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combative writing process. So one night, when they were done working 
and lying sprawled on the crisp hotel couches, Claudia came clean. 

“It’s not a big deal, but I have to tell you something.” 

“It’s okay,” said Alexis idly. She’d been much more present since they 
arrived in Vegas, present especially in their work, but Claudia noticed that 
she still became distracted at night sometimes. “I won’t be mad.” 

“You haven't heard it yet.” 

“Still.” 

“It’s about the Frightful State stuff. I sang with them a lot. More than I said.” 

“It’s okay.” 

“Then Russ asked me to join as a lead singer.” 

Alexis turned toward her, suddenly alert, and burst out laughing. 

“Oh my god, why would you be in his band?” 

“Well, you know. He thought I wanted to change things.” 

“That's insane. You’re famous!” 

“It wasn’t that funny.” 

“What was he even thinking?” 

“I told him to fuck off,” Claudia lied, wondering why she'd said it. 

“He was always kind of weird, actually,” Alexis said, idleness seeping 
back into her tone. 

Claudia stared at her. “I felt bad that you didn’t know.” 

“Thanks for telling me,” said Alexis. 

Why had Claudia expected a different reaction? It all boiled down to 
one fact, which Claudia should have known from the start. Alexis didn’t 
consider Russ’s offer a threat. Alexis knew that Claudia wouldn’t leave. 
So it was just a joke. 

“Can I tell you something too?” Alexis said. 

Claudia bristled. “What?” 

“Since we're clearing the air, I guess. Joe left because of me.” 

“Not a secret.” 

“Not the way you think. He didn’t just treat me differently. I kind of 
messed with him. Like pretty... aggressively, I guess.” 

I bet Art loved them. Now he knows what he’s missing. Claudia felt her heart 
sinking, but no surprise. She knew what was coming next. 

“The pictures were for him.” 

“Ew,” Claudia said, without feeling. 
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Alexis averted her eyes briefly, but was quick to return, wearing a 
sheepish smirk. 

How dare you, Claudia thought. Not because of the pictures. Because of 
how Alexis was lying again—performing this rueful attitude so that 
Claudia wouldn’t have access to the truth. The looking-down, the 
microscopic pain on her face that she buried; that was the truth. 

“Do you have actual feelings?” Claudia pushed. “For him?” 

“T don’t know.” 

Neither one said anything for a moment. 

“I guess it’s your fault we have those assholes managing us now?” 
Claudia said. 

Alexis laughed. Claudia didn’t. Night came in through the windows, 
mountains disappeared into the dark, Las Vegas lay flat and geometric; 
glowing in its old familiar way. 


SECURE DESTRUCTION GO OFF THE GRID FOR HOMEGROWN, 
SELF-PRODUCED FOURTH ALBUM 


They say it takes seven days for something to fall out of public consciousness. 


PANEGYRICS (2016) 
1. Panegyrics 

2. Say Said Says 

3. Nightmare 

4. Close 

5. Predictive Text Wrote This One 
6. Almost 

7. Fear + Flying 

8. Souvenir 

9. Illness in the Cutting 
10. After It All 


Released: August 16, 2016 

Recorded: March 2016 - June 2016 

Label: Emblem 

Producer: Claudia T. di Paola / Alexis Wolf Weber / Connor Simmons / 
Logan Williams 
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PANEGYRICS 

Don’t worry 

You won't hear anything from me 
That’s not a song 

And it won’t take me long 

To write another one 


But there’s gotta be 

Something else to talk about 
Another message 

Packaged up to sell 

Or am I only here to ring the bell? 
To sympathize? 

To make you come inside? 

For dinnertime 

The sun is setting, game is over 
There’s no devil on my shoulder 
I’m alright 


You can forget the panegyrics 
Cause most of what you 
Heard from critics 

Was a lie 


You're worried 

That I know that it was you who 
Did me wrong 

And it won’t take me long 

To blame another one 


But I should just spend 

The night with you 

I always wanted to 

God knows you want me to 

Am [here to open up your eyes? 
Collect my prize? 

It’s not a crime 


The day is ending, I'll come over 
There’s no angel on my shoulder 
I’m alright 


You can forget the panegyrics 
Cause contrary to the obits 
I’m alive 


Whatever, here it goes 


I’m going down again 
I’m going down again 
I’m going down again 


I’m going down again 
I’m going down again 
I’m going down again 


When you wake me up 
Don’t tell me what I said 


(Songwriters: Claudia T. di Paola | 
Alexis Wolf Weber) 
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SECURE DESTRUCTION RELEASES FOURTH ALBUM, TO MINOR 
WAVES 


Of course, it wasn’t totally homegrown. They did what they could and 
then shipped the tracks off to Logan Williams, who did the final mixes. 
But that wasn’t part of the story, so no one mentioned it. 

Alexis read every story about Panegyrics. She knew she shouldn’t. 

“Wake up.” 

They were home, in the big house with the loud floors. Four huge rugs, 
which had to be carried in and laid out by five people, and the floors were 
still loud. Claudia and Alexis returned to LA right after the album was 
finished. Alexis was scrolling her phone on the couch (in an expansive 
room referred to by the realtor as “the great room”), reading yet another 
review, when Claudia entered, still wearing the clothes she’d slept in. 

“Wake up, dude. Give me it.” 

Alexis gave the phone to Claudia, who shoved it between the couch 
cushion and the armrest, and began the long walk to the kitchen. 

“They hate it,” said Alexis. 

“Who?” The distant sound of the fridge opening and closing. 

“Everyone.” Alexis raised her voice, so Claudia could hear her. 

“Whatever,” said Claudia. 

Alexis hugged her knees. She’d gone back into the archives and 
compared the reviews from various outlets for all of their albums. Then 
she read everything, going back years, that Jacqueline Lesser had written 
about them. Panegyrics was their lowest-rated album, across the board. 
Why? She had a sinking feeling—there was only one real difference 
between this album and the three before it. Joe. 

“If everyone hates it, then we can’t just ignore that.” 

“Why not?” 

“We need to know what we did wrong.” 

“We didn’t do anything wrong.” 

Alexis said nothing. She didn’t want Claudia to hear the tears in her 
voice. But it took long enough for Claudia to return to the great room that 
by the time she arrived, Alexis was crying. Claudia sat next to Alexis and 
put her hands on Alexis’s shoulders. 

“It doesn’t matter what people think. Do you get that?” Claudia said. 

Alexis nodded. 
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“We did nothing wrong. It’s our music.” 
“We had Joe before.” 
“We don’t need him. We don’t need anyone. Okay?” 


The management team took care of all worries. Before long, Panegyrics 
was everywhere. Ads on taxis and billboards. “Fear + Flying” was sold for 
use in a commercial. “Illness in the Cutting” became the opening song for 
a teen drama. Alexis’s sinking feeling lifted. She found positive things 
online—it seemed like positivity grew the wider Panegyrics was 
circulated. She decided to take an ad campaign with a perfume company. 
They made her look beautiful on the ads; beautiful and formidable. She 
wondered if Joe saw the ads. 

But what did it matter if she was weak or silly or embarrassing? What 
did it matter what one person thought of her now? She decided to finally 
listen to what Claudia had been telling her for months, years even: she 
decided to “stop caring,” whatever that meant. Even in its vagueness, for 
the first time, she felt like she might be able to do it. 

And she bought a car. 


Claudia felt sick when she heard their music in alien contexts. The ads 
and the TV show and even the radio erased the truth of it, where and why 
it was created. They had made Panegyrics outside all influence, yet here it 
was—succumbing. And worse, Panegyrics was on its way to becoming 
their most successful album yet. Their people repeated all the same things 
to each other for weeks, even Alexis. It’s so great, we're so excited, maybe this 
is the Grammy year. The managers emailed them constantly, requests 
veiled in little flatteries, demands veiled in big flatteries. Because Claudia 
could not repeat the words, she said nothing. Their people seemed fine 
with that. 

Even Alexis. The encouragement Claudia had offered was irrelevant 
now. Alexis was not upset or insecure anymore. In fact, she seemed more 
confident than she had in months, which wasn’t as much of a relief as 
Claudia thought it would be. Alexis filled up their calendar, hired a 
personal chef, spent entire mornings at the gym. Eating her nutritionally 
balanced, professionally prepared meals in the sun-drenched dining 
room, Claudia felt lonelier. 
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She’d burned her only other bridge (a memory of sitting in Natalie 
Chadwick’s room talking about clothes and an expensive vase). There 
was just one other outlet remaining. 


Claudia: hey where are you guys this month? 

Russ: ha, nowhere unfortunately 

Claudia: oh bummer. I was thinking of coming out 

Russ: you free? 

Claudia: well i’m def NOT free lol but let’s hang out anyway 


Claudia did not want to go anywhere. She was more comfortable in 
motion. She picked Russ up, they got burritos at a drive-through and ate 
in the car, then drove around aimlessly, talking. She liked Russ. She was 
sure of that now that she was with him again, after being worried about it 
since the end of the Frightful nights. Not even as a crush, just as a person. 

She drove back to Russ’s apartment complex two hours later to drop 
him off. As soon as they parked, the atmosphere in the car changed. She 
knew what was going to happen next. Claudia had hoped, stupidly, that 
it wouldn’t come to this. 

“Hey, uh, did you think any more about what I said before?” Russ said. 
“Offer’s still on the table.” 

“You know I can’t.” 

“I don’t know that.” 

“Stop. You do. Especially now. Panegyrics is, like, huge.” 

“So you're enjoying it?” 

“I don’t know.” But Claudia craved the feeling of being honest. “Not really.” 

“Then why don’t you do something about it?” Russ said, his face 
flushing out of the usual context. 

“I have to be there for Alexis. This is our life.” 

Russ deflated quickly. “You have more talent,” he mumbled. “Everyone 
says so.” 

“You don’t need me, man. You already have everything. Gourd nights 
were more fun than so many of the stadium shows I did.” 

“Successful people always say that,” Russ said. There was a new 
bitter tone in his voice. “That us, the people who aren’t getting shit, 
have it better.” 
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“You kind of do, though.” 

“Don’t fucking talk down to me.” 

Claudia was stunned. “Jesus, I’m sorry.” 

Russ had flared up again. “We could give you a shot to do something 
real. The big stuff comes and goes. So fast. We were here before Secure 
Destruction. We’ll be here after it’s gone. You could be part of that.” 

“And you're, like, the expert or something?” Claudia said. Her 
reactive sarcasm was quieter than usual. She could already feel that she 
wasn’t as angry at Russ as she was at herself, for being hurt by him. 

Russ looked at her for a second, then smiled. 

“Okay, I get it,” he said. “I’m gonna go now. It was cool to see you.” 

He got out of the car and didn’t look back, turned around a corner of 
one of the buildings, out of sight. 

So Claudia drove. 

Russ was right and wrong at the same time. Secure Destruction was not 
real (the beautiful places, the way money made life easy, the versions of 
Claudia di Paola and Alexis Wolf who lived in people’s minds), but it also 
was (a years-old email with an idea for a band name, scribbling lyrics on 
paper, the heat of a hundred lights, a photographer saying “look up, good, 
that’s perfect,” a marker in between fingers, signing a name). 

She glanced at the cars on either side of her. Did the people in those cars 
know who she was? This too was both: entirely possible and also impossible. 

But Russ’s opinion seemed less important than how she felt in the 
aftermath of hearing it. She felt sick again, but also sort of numb. She was 
replaying her apology. Why had she said sorry? She was not sorry. Should 
she have been? What was wrong with her? She couldn’t feel the truth of 
what Russ said about success, because she had never been on his side of 
it. Five years of this. Was she altered beyond fixing? 


LEAD SINGER OF LA INDIE BAND ACCUSES SECURE 
DESTRUCTION’S CLAUDIA DI PAOLA OF RIPPING OFF 
ORIGINAL MUSIC 


Alexis dismissed A Frightful State’s plagiarism complaint as a pointless 
publicity stunt, and a pretty fucked-up way of repaying Claudia for 
doubling their crowds at The Gourd. Claudia did not tell Alexis or anyone 
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that there was a reason for the band to claim a closer connection—that 
once, flippantly, Claudia had agreed that “Imagemaker” sounded a bit 
like “Pretender.” She did not tell anyone that Russ was trying to punish 
her. It was too upsetting to find Russ so spiteful. This was not who he was, 
Claudia was sure of it, which made her feel somehow at fault: Russ had 
only stooped so low because of who she was. They took the management's 
advice: ignore it, let the story pass. 


@mandyycandy34: panegyrics is really so good. it shows so much growth 
in their music. proud to be a secdes fan and the haters can leave imo 


@_originaldestroyer_: | have to be honest. There's just something 
missing. Idk, maybe cuz it wasn’t produced normally?? Idk... i’m still a 
huge fan but there's something missing. 


How low can he go? 


The video—circulating around social media and reposted on gossip 
sites—was taken on a phone, but it was bright and sharp enough that the 
person in it was obvious. (When Claudia watched it, she recognized the 
surroundings as backstage at The Gourd, but she did not remember the 
video at all.) 

Claudia was mumbling and giggling. The camera followed her as she 
walked through a hallway and into the familiar green room, where she 
spun around and smiled at the camera, and then sat heavily in the familiar 
black leather chair. Matt and Sophia were visible in the background, 
whispering to each other and laughing, their knees touching. 

“What did you say they were?” Russ’s voice was behind the camera, an 
antagonistic, goading edge in it. 

“Braindead,” Claudia said. 

“Who?” 

“My ‘fans.’” Claudia made big, exaggerated air quotes. “Or whatever. 
They’re fucking braindead. They don’t—I don’t even know, man. Do you 
see some of this shit? I told you already.” 

Russ was laughing. 

“And what about Emblem?” 


ws 
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“Emblem? Fuck Emblem. Fuck you Brian. Fuck you Kyle. I mean, 
whatever, Connor. See? I literally can’t remember this guy’s name. Fuck 
you Connor. It fucking sucks, man.” 

“What sucks?” 

“Being fucking famous.” 

“You're not grateful?” 

“Hell no. Why would I be grateful?” 


The last few seconds of the video, purposely removed by Russ Devine: 
“But really, more than anything, most importantly, fuck the entire state of 
Iowa.” 


@xsecdesupdatesx: toh famous people literally owe their fans everything. 
we spend so much time on these accounts. the least they could do is be 
respectful 


@auro.or.ri3: claudia di paola is such an asshole jesus |Imao. like okay 
youre think ur a genius whatever 


Claudia heard Alexis on the phone with their managers, explaining 
Claudia’s actions away, helping them reduce the impact; feeling sick, 
feeling ashamed. She was hiding in one of their four bathrooms, the one 
closest to the great room, so she could listen without being seen. The walls 
were surprisingly thin in their new house. 

“T know, I get it,” Alexis said. 

Pause. (When was the last time Alexis had spoken to anyone besides 
their managers on the phone? Irene hadn’t called in ages, and had moved 
again; this time back home, the original home, somewhere in 
Connecticut.) 

“Uh-huh. I get it,” she repeated. “No, I'll handle it.” 

How could Alexis take their side? How could she treat Claudia like a 
series of small messes to be cleaned up as efficiently as possible? She 
longed for the nights with Natalie, when they had fun and cared little; the 
nights with A Frightful State, screaming into a microphone, almost able to 
feel the sweat of the people in the front row. 
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She heard Alexis laugh in a mechanical, ingratiating way. She glanced 
up and caught a glimpse of her own face in the mirror. A strange, external 
recognition passed through her mind. That’s Claudia di Paola, was the 
thought; not That’s me. Every movement of her life, whatever that face 
signified, even the dollars earned (represented by numbers, represented 
by pixels on an app on a screen of a device) meant so little. She felt 
frivolous—maybe she was exactly what her haters said, maybe she was 
exactly what haters said about all pop stars. 

But there was a time before this. Wasn’t there? When Claudia was 
fourteen, there was a new kid at school, but until that point she had lived 
without Alexis Wolf. Weber. She could still remember listening to songs 
on the radio in her room, patiently searching for the chords on her guitar 
until she was able to play them back perfect. She remembered how her 
future had seemed void-like; substanceless; impossible. She remembered 
allowing visions of Alexis’s future, painted so vividly, to impress 
themselves onto the blank spaces in her imagination. Claudia had coined 
the Alexis Effect, and she saw with new clarity how that effect went in 
both directions. Alexis could lift her up or pull her down. Alexis could 
inspire pride and also guilt. She had provoked these highs and lows in 
Claudia over and over again. 

Could she lift herself up? Could she pull herself down? Was she able to 
move at all without someone else’s hands on her back, pushing? The 
answer was, of course, yes. Frightful nights—if nothing else—had proved 
that. But her movements, the ones she made herself, could all be 
categorized as resistance. She was still being pushed, but sometimes, 
under the right combination of pressure and circumstances, she pushed 
back. She had only reactions in her—she could not locate any impetus. 


What would happen if the pushing stopped? 


The morning after, Claudia emerged earlier than usual into the kitchen. 
Alexis had somehow still beaten her—she was leaning on the counter in 
her workout clothes, on her phone, an empty paper bag that had once 
held something to eat and a half-full iced caramel macchiato from 
Starbucks in front of her. Another drink, black iced coffee, was nearby. 
Beaded with condensation. It had been sitting there for some time. 
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Claudia felt relieved. Alexis had gotten the coffee for her. She 
approached the counter. Alexis made no movement to suggest that she 
had seen Claudia. 

“Morning,” Claudia said quietly. When she picked up the drink and 
took a sip, Alexis spoke. 

“I told Brian and Connor and Emblem you didn’t mean it. But they’re 
not going to believe me forever.” 

“I’m sorry.” Claudia did not know if she was sorry. 

“But I have to know,” Alexis said. “Is that really what you think? The 
stuff you said in the video.” 

“I don’t even remember that video. Russ must have made it to, like, 
blackmail me. It’s totally insane.” 

“That's not what I’m asking.” 

Claudia hesitated. “I don’t know. I guess I’m overwhelmed right now.” 

“I thought you wanted this. If you don’t, you have to tell me.” 

Claudia could not, would not, ever be able to resist lashing out when 
she felt defensive. 

“Am I supposed to be thanking you?” she spat. 

Alexis shrugged. The condensation on her own drink was pooling 
around the bottom of the cup, a ring of water on the countertop. Claudia 
waited, and watched her, Alexis, the one person Claudia knew so well, 
knew the best. She waited. But Alexis would not speak. 

“You were the one who wanted something,” Claudia said. “It was 
always you.” 

Alexis went quieter, and more still. 

“T just wanted to... I don’t know,” Claudia said. “I don’t know 
anymore.” 

Somehow Claudia still expected—and required—Alexis to do what she 
always did: temper her, use words to make her feelings slide away for a 
while. But Alexis was thinking of the other person who had recently 
accused her of almost the same thing. This time she would not be 
humiliated; she had learned from that mistake. 

“Then go,” Alexis said. 

“What?” 

“If you don’t want this, then go.” 

“How can you fucking say that to me?” 

“I’m covering for you. If you don’t want me to, then I'll stop.” 
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“T don’t want you to cover for me. I don’t want to leave. We could do 
something else. We could...” Claudia’s thoughts were circling. “The 
Gourd is an amazing place. We could go there, on some night, whenever 
we want. I wanted to take you there.” 

Alexis had signed another big contract with a company that made 
jeans. Alexis’s lawyer had, at her instruction, sent a letter to her father, 
informing him that he should stop trying to contact her, because she 
was not going to give him any money. 

“I just have this feeling. I wish I could describe it to you, but it’s so 
hard,” Claudia said. “It’s like, there’s something bigger that I really, really 
need. Don’t you have that too?” 

Alexis’s default state was yearning. But she couldn’t feel it now. 
That meant she’d done it, she had taken all the steps, and now she 
could be satisfied. 

“No,” she said. 
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SOUVENIR 

I saw a porcelain doll 

Behind the glass against the wall 
I love it even though I know 
Someday the glow will go 

But I can’t help it 


Everything seems worth seeing 
Everything seems worth dreaming 
I want something to keep 

On a shelf to remind me 
Something to keep 

A way to remind me 


One souvenir 

Just one souvenir 

One souvenir 

Just one souvenir 

Cause it’s not gonna be like 
This much longer 

Not gonna be so nice forever 


Like this much longer 
So nice forever 
Like this much longer 
So nice forever 
So nice forever 


It was golden in the sun 

Setting down behind the mountains 
I took a picture, 

The colors hardly show 

Someday the glow will go 

But I can’t help it 


Everywhere seems worth living 
Everywhere seems worth leaving 


I want something to keep 
In a book to remind me 
Something to keep 

A way to remind me 


One souvenir 

Just one souvenir 

One souvenir 

Just one souvenir 

Cause it’s not gonna be like 
This much longer 

Not gonna be so nice forever 


Like this much longer 
So nice forever 
Like this much longer 
So nice forever 
So nice forever 


Wish it could be 
A scene I saw some years ago 


You were beside me 
Cold air to revive me 
Looking down 

As people passed us all around 
And asked us nothing 


This scene I saw 
It was years ago 


No you can’t take things like this 


back home 


(Songwriters: Claudia T. di Paola / 
Alexis Wolf Weber) 
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SEVERAL ENDINGS 
There's more than one way this could go, but all we have are fragments 
of several endings. 


This article: 


THE INSECURE END OF SECURE DESTRUCTION 
10/16/2016 
by Jacqueline Lesser 


After five years and four albums, Secure Destruction has called it 
quits. The official statement from the group's management suggests a 
mutual break-up, but it’s hard to believe that a group would break up 
amicably in the middle of one of their biggest years to date. In fact, 
the break-up sure seems like it was a surprise: several new concert 
dates had to be canceled. 


The duo's social media supports the same story as the press release, 
so we may never know what really destroyed Secure Destruction. 
What we can be confident about is that there will be plenty of 
speculation and investigation for weeks to come. 


This tweet: 


@securedestructionofficial 
We just want to thank everyone for the support all these years. We're so 
proud of what we've done. Thank you for everything. 


This talking head in a made-for-TV documentary: 
“I can’t imagine the 10s without Secure Destruction. That tweet when 
they broke up. Oh my God. I still remember it. I was heartbroken.” 
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These emails: 


To: cdpizza@gmail.com 

Fr: awolfw@gmail.com 

Hi. is it weird to hear from me? Sorry. 1 was thinking about you. i’m in vegas 
for a few days and wondered if you were around? Do you live in vegas?? i'm 
here til the 21st. 


To: cdpizza@gmail.com 

Fr: awolfw@gmail.com 

i found this hilarious picture of us. i had to send it to you. wouldn’t they have 
had a field day with this one? 


To: cdpizza@gmail.com 

Fr: awolfw@gmail.com 

hey. i know you havent responded to like any of these messages, but i wanted to 
tell you that i’m changing my email address. this one’s filled with spam now. 
My new one is webera2012@gmail. my name was already taken in like every 
other variation. lol. So if you ever wanna, you can reach me there. ok. bye. 


Rumors, sentiments — 


It was easy for Claudia to go, as if they had always known she would. The 
house belonged to Alexis. (Everything, eventually, would belong to either 
Emblem or Alexis.) 

Of course, Claudia had not been able to predict this. She had never 
thought about the agreements she signed, never considered what she 
owned or didn’t own. All she wanted, at the end, was to leave that house. 

Which is why we know so little of what happened after she was gone. 
People swept in to clear her away, to adjust the camera’s view, and 
Claudia told everyone who still cared to fuck off until they finally did. 
“Claudia di Paola” turns out to be a pretty common name. 
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These things tend to accumulate meaning after they end, especially if 
they end without an acceptable explanation. Occasionally some pop 
culture specialist wondered aloud: Such a raw talent. Such a shame. She 
could have done much more. This had imbued in it a sense of entitlement 
(what did I lose?), but also a sense of solemn, melodramatic speculation 
(what did we all lose?). 


—and days going by. 


Alexis Wolf wasn’t proud of everything she’d done. Her solo career 
plodded on, steadily, inevitably, through the years. Over time she began 
to notice that people weren’t always pining after her. Some of them pitied 
her. She was old enough to know she was still young, but most days, it 
scared her to think that she could never be brand new. 

She moved around her house, idly straightening things up. Peered into 
one of the extra rooms. She’d filled the space with a baby grand piano, a 
few guitars, scattered memorabilia. Every place she’d lived, she had a 
Music Room. It still held some kind of magic. But lately she was repeating 
history: she hadn’t entered this Music Room for some time. Repetitive 
thoughts bore down on her when she tried. If she managed to sit down at 
her piano it was worse, she could only play the old songs. What kinds of 
things did her father used to think when he had to face his Music Room? 
Whatever they were, he had never overcome them. 

Did she play the old songs because they made her remember? The 
feelings returned fresh again—were memories just feelings that were 
further away? Buried under more time and circumstances, liable to burst 
through in their fullest form with the right catalyst? For one exhilarating 
moment she felt the true resolution: that things might be perfect if she 
were dead. She saw the way she could become more beautiful, how the 
emptiness left in her place would be a presence in itself; a monument, 
eternal, something to return to. The memory of her life would mean more 
than her life. 

Then her phone vibrated. 

Her ride was here. 


— 253 — 


— secure destruction — 


The car took her to a house she had been to before, but not for a long time. 
Her people were supposed to meet her here. Someone had an idea for 
something new. But the car that brought her was the only one outside. She 
didn’t know the driver. She couldn’t ask him to accompany her. 

So when Dove answered the door, she was alone. 

“I’m so glad you're here,” he said sweetly. “You look great. Come in.” 

The foyer, walls made of dark wood panels, smelled clean. Dove was 
saying that someone was already waiting in the other room, and that the 
others would be arriving shortly. He led her through a hallway lined with 
shelves, shelves lined with photographs. 

Her eyes were drawn immediately to the photographs, and then to a 
specific photograph. Was she really such an egotist? Was she always 
searching the world for versions of herself? 

Dove said nothing as she approached the photo, framed on his middle 
shelf. 

“Why do you have this?” she said. 

“T love that picture,” said Dove. 

Alexis took the photo and stared at it. She and Dove, years ago. Why 
couldn’t she make eye contact with the girl in this picture? Was it the 
memory coming back; the memory of who had taken it? The memory of 
who was seated a few feet away, rolling her eyes? The feelings returning 
in their fullest form? 

She threw the frame at the ground, where it did not shatter. 

“What can you give me?” Dove said, like a reply, as if her attempt at 
destruction had been a question. He held his hands in fists; an almost 
childlike apprehension and expectancy. 

One of the Alexis Webers was leaving. Either the one beside her or 
inside her; she couldn’t tell which. Leaving like Joe, like her father, like her 
mother. Leaving like Claudia. 

And then suddenly, completely, the leaving was over—she was gone. 

She turned to Dove to give her answer. 
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